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 While researchers have explored concepts relating to both Music Performance 
Anxiety (MPA) and informal music learning, few have related the two subjects to each 
other. The purpose of this study was to explore formally trained musicians’ experiences 
with MPA in informal contexts. Specifically, I examined informal musicians’ learning 
and performing environments, and the relationships they share with musicians’ 
perceptions of MPA. Primary data included two rounds of recorded interviews. Findings 
revealed that physical venues, audience size, audience makeup, financial factors, 
audience reception, interpersonal relationships among bandmates, creative ownership 
over music they performed, and motivation to prepare for performances all played a part 
in how participants perceived MPA in informal contexts. Participants felt that the degree 
to which their informal learning and performance experiences were dissimilar to their 
formal school music settings related directly to the genre of the formal ensemble or 
performance. Recommendations for future practice include encouraging more informal 
interactions with audiences in classical performances, incorporating generative creativity 
activities into curricula in order to facilitate students’ sense of creative ownership, and 






 Music educators have engaged in an ongoing conversation regarding the place of 
formal and informal practices in the music classroom as our society and our educational 
expectations evolve. Many practitioners and learners in music education practice and 
prefer more traditional models. For others, the possibility of options that informal music 
making and learning experiences offer highlight both the need for, and importance of, 
examining both approaches with a critical eye toward determining how music educators 
might best meet all of their students’ learning needs in as inclusive a way as possible. 
While a wealth of literature rooted in more traditional approaches to music education 
exists, a relatively newer area of research pertains to the benefits of including informal 
music learning practices in music education curricula.  
Perceptions of modern music classrooms are often rooted in formal music 
learning. Harrison (2017) described formal music education—specifically education 
based on music ensemble models—as “written traditions of literary and notated music” 
(p. 1). Green (2008) stated that the “main idea” in formal music settings is “to introduce 
learners to music that they do not already know, and which is usually selected by the 
teacher” (p. 10). In formal settings learners tend to “follow a planned progression from 
simple to complex, often involving specially composed music, exercises, a curriculum or 
a graded syllabus, under the direction of a teacher” (Green, 2008, p. 10). She also 
characterized formal music education as focusing on reproduction over creativity (Green, 
2008). 
 While communities have typically conceptualized music education in the United 
States through the primacy of band, chorus, and orchestra classes as the foundations of 
middle and high school music programs, authors have challenged these models on the 




ensembles (Elpus & Abril, 2011, 2019) and have stated that there is a  lack of connection 
between ensemble learning and students’ music activities outside of school contexts 
(Campbell, Connell, & Beegle, 2007; Heuser, 2008; Regelski, 1996; Williams, 2011). 
Some researchers have also suggested that informal practices offer lower-stress music 
performance contexts that may result in lower levels of performance anxiety (Abrahams, 
2010; Bersh, 2011). Approaches that utilize informal music learning opportunities offer 
potential paths for a variety of inclusive educational practices and different insights into 
how people engage with music.  
Informal Music Learning 
Harrison, Green, and others have described characteristics and benefits of 
informal music learning as compared to what they define as formal music education. In 
formal music learning contexts, students consume information via the teacher, and 
repetition is a key aspect to the learning process (Green, 2008). Conversely, when 
imagining the informal learning processes of a popular band rehearsing in a basement, 
one might picture a scene in line with Green’s (2008) description:  
Most bands involve themselves in a range of practices including jamming and 
other forms of improvisation, playing covers they know and like, and making up 
their own music. As already indicated, conscious and unconscious peer-directed 
learning and group learning take place: different band members will demonstrate 
learnt or original musical ideas to each other, and players will engage in joint 
compositions that often involve every member of the band putting in their own 
ideas. Therefore performance, composition and improvisation abilities are 
acquired, not only individually, but crucially, as members of a group, through 
informal peer-directed learning and group learning, both conscious and 




or other person who can provide leadership or bring greater musical experience 
to bear. (p. 7) 
Harrison (2017) identifies the “Four I’s” of informal music education: immersion,  
imitation, interaction, and the Internet. Immersion consists of listening to recordings, 
observing other music makers, and experiencing live performances. Imitation is the act 
of mimicking song performances vocally or instrumentally. Interaction occurs with 
peers, friends, more senior musicians, and private teachers. The Internet is a source for 
tablature, lyrics, recordings, live and cover versions, interviews, and contextual reviews 
(p. 2). Green (2002) highlights that in informal learning, written resources are secondary 
materials to aural resources; informal musicians replicate from recordings more often 
than pages of sheet music. Pop musicians enjoy the voluntary nature of their passion 
(Green, 2002). Researchers have also found that students with informal music 
experience have success in multiple areas of performance and learning, including 
perceived musical self-efficacy and autonomy (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & 
Bauer, 2016), aural re-creation of music (Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015; Woody & 
Lehmann, 2010), group learning skills (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Jones, 2015), and 
technical mastery of their instruments (Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Woody & Lehmann, 2010).  
 Researchers have reported that informal music learning can help students 
musically develop in a number of ways. Some have found that informal music learning 
can increase students’ technical mastery of their instruments (Hartz & Bauer, 2016; 
Woody & Lehmann, 2010). Bandura (1977) reported that perception of self-efficacy was 
affected when coping mechanisms were employed, and that increases in mastery would 
result in decreases of coping behavior. 
 Extant research in informal music learning has focused on learning environments 
rather than performance environments. While studying college free-improvisation 




also observed that professors established free and egalitarian spaces in which instructors 
operated as guides rather than leaders. Many researchers have identified that students in 
informal learning spaces enjoy being able to work at their own pace without fear of 
making mistakes; the absence of a teacher was the primary reason for this perception 
and resulted in an overall lower level of stress for students (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 
2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015).  
 Given the reported benefits of informal music learning, including improved 
technical mastery of instruments (Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Woody & Lehmann, 2010) and 
reportedly lower levels of stress for students in informal learning contexts (Abrahams, 
2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015), I wanted to further explore the 
relationships between formal experiences, informal experiences, and Music Performance 
Anxiety (MPA). 
Music Performance Anxiety 
 Salmon (1990) defined MPA as the experience of persisting, distressful 
apprehension about and/or actual impairment of performance skills in a public context, 
to a degree unwarranted given the individual s musical aptitude, training, and level of 
preparation” (p. 3).  MPA shares many characteristics with social phobias, and is such 
often characterized as one (Sieger, 2017). Social phobias are “excessive and persistent 
fears of being with unfamiliar people or in situations of possible scrutiny by others, 
which triggers fears of acting in ways that will be embarrassing” (Powell, 2004, p. 803). 
Sieger (2017) identified common symptoms of MPA as including trembling and tension, 
and described related factors to perceptions of MPA as including the feeling of being 
scrutinized, competition from colleagues, job uncertainty in the field of music 
performance, and the identification of the performance as classical or non-classical. 
Picard (1999) developed the Theoretical Model of Appropriation to assess 




Richard Lazarus’s (1966, 1980) research regarding the cognitive process of situational 
context appraisal. Lazarus and his colleagues developed the cognitive-phenomenological 
Theory of Psychological Stress (Lazarus, 1966). This theory describes a transactional 
relationship between person and environment, which are in an “ongoing relationship of 
reciprocal action, each affecting and in turn being affected by the other” (Folkman & 
Lazarus, 1980, p. 223). The relationship is made up of two processes: appraisal and 
coping. Appraisal is defined as: “The cognitive process through which an event is 
evaluated with respect to what is at stake (primary appraisal) and what coping resources 
and options are available (secondary appraisal)” (p. 223). Coping is defined as: “the 
cognitive and behavioral efforts made to master, tolerate, or reduce external and internal 
demands and conflicts among them” (p. 223). According to Lazarus and his colleagues, 
individuals who appraise a situational context as threatening might be triggered to 
underestimate their own personal capacities. This cognitive process of appraisal occurs 
in two stages: primary and secondary. According to Lazarus (1991), Primary appraisals 
refer to whether what is happening is personally relevant; secondary appraisals refer to 
coping options and prospects” (p. 87). Picard (1999) applied Lazarus’s principles of a 
two-stage cognitive appraisal to performance situations. Picard defined one stage as 
always regarding situational factors, including the presence of judges in the audience, or 
if the performance was being graded. Picard defined that the other stage in the appraisal 
process regarded individual factors, such as students’ own perceptions of their musical 
ability. 
  According to Lazarus, individuals in the first stage always assessed the 
situational factors. If they appraised the situation as threatening, the individual would 
respond with psychological apprehension, or “to think about something with fear” 




resulting apprehension may then lead them to underestimate their own personal 
capacities. 
In contrast, Picard (1999) posited a more flexible view of the two stages: 
individual performers could appraise either situational factors or personal factors 
primarily, with the alternate view being considered secondarily. According to Picard, 
appraising the situational factors primarily would result in apprehension, while 
appraising one’s own abilities primarily would lead to “appropriation," a term that 
Picard uses as a verbal foil to apprehension. He defines it as to think about something 
with confidence” (p. 65). In cases of appraisals of appropriation, Picard found a cognitive 
chain: a student of musical performance must first accept that they have some personal 
capacities. When they appraise those capacities with confidence, appropriation ensues. 
In instances of appropriation, Picard noted an enhanced motivation to perform music 
publicly (p. 68).  Picard found that it was rare for students to be able to generate the level 
of confidence needed for appropriation on their own; Most often they required teacher 
approval, or, to a much lesser extent, peer approval, in order to validate their own 
feelings of confidence in their abilities. Thus, Picard states that this approval is the 
pedagogical master key” to appropriation (p. 69). 
 Researchers  have corroborated the relationship between situational context and 
perceived severity of MPA, or appraisals with apprehension. Whitcomb (2008) stated 
that performances with more impactful situational factors like juries, auditions, 
competitions, large audiences, and unaccompanied works led to increased MPA (p. 37). 
Driskill (2012) similarly categorized audience threat as a situational factor of MPA, 
specifically citing judgmental audiences like audition panels (p. 23). LeBlanc (1994) also 
considered the performance environment to be a critical factor in perception of MPA, 
and recommended musicians practice in similar conditions to those they would perform 




insufficient preparation (Driskill, 2012; Whitcomb, 2008). Insufficient preparation is 
incongruent to either the professor validation or confident personal appraisal necessary 
in Picard s Theoretical Model of Appropriation.  
Purpose  
Identified benefits of informal music learning have multiple connections to 
currently assumed root causes of MPA. Picard (1999) found that a student’s perception 
of their own musical ability was a primary factor in their perception of performance 
anxiety. Meanwhile, informal learning has been observed to facilitate a strong sense of 
musical self-efficacy and autonomy, while also leading to a high degree of technical 
mastery over instruments (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Woody & 
Lehmann, 2010).  Multiple researchers have also reported that students feel less stress in 
informal music settings (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 
2015). In formal contexts, Ryan and Andrews (2009) found that ensemble conductors 
were a primary factor in the experience of MPA within ensemble settings. Informal 
learning settings, by their very nature, remove the potential for the existence of an 
authoritarian teaching style by those facilitating the learning experience due to the 
associated emphasis on peer and group learning (Green, 2008; Hickey, 2015). 
Specifically, Green (2008) states that informal learning in her work with UK music 
students “occurs in the absence of an adult” (p. 7).  
Informal music learning researchers have historically focused on the learning 
process rather than the performance experience. However, some have suggested aspects 
of the learning process may help students provide internal validation for their own 
abilities, regardless of professors or peers. Many researchers have brought attention to 
the pedagogical value of informal music learning in the areas of ear training, group 
learning skills, and instrumental technique (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & 




experiences also potentially gain benefits in the areas of autonomy and musical self 
efficacy (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016). Music educators who 
understand how aspects of informal music making and learning may benefit their 
students’ ability to appraise performances with appropriation may be better able to 
structure performance and learning environments with MPA as a consideration. 
However, research studies specific to the relationships between informal music learning 
and MPA are lacking. Prior research addressing MPA in informal contexts outside of the 
classroom has been scant. Further, no previous research has comparatively studied MPA 
from the viewpoints of musicians who regularly participate, and are proficient in, both 
formal and informal learning and music making. Consequently, there exists a gap in 
research specific to the transfer of perceptions relating to MPA in informal music making 
spaces into formal ones. 
 Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of formally 
trained musicians regarding MPA in informal contexts. I was especially interested in the 
roles and influences of physical venues, audiences, and learning environments in 
participants’ perception of MPA in informal performance contexts. The study also sought 
to identify the potential of any transfer from informal perceptions regarding MPA into 
formal music making spaces. 
Research Questions 
 I developed research questions to explore informal musicians’ general 
perceptions of MPA as well as any notion of transferred perceptions between informal 
spaces and formal spaces. In doing so, I also sought to explore what I viewed as a 
significant difference in examining the inherent characteristics of informal spaces when 
compared to formal spaces: specifically, the venues and crowds in which performances 




 1) How do musicians who participate in informal music making describe their 
experiences with performance anxiety in informal spaces?  
 2) How did these experiences inform participants’ broader understanding of 
performance anxiety and relationship with performance anxiety?  
 3) To what extent do performance settings and stakes influence the perceived 
severity of participants’ performance  anxiety? 
Key Words/Definitions 
Music Performance Anxiety: “The experience of persisting, distressful 
apprehension about and/or actual impairment of performance skills in a public context, 
to a degree unwarranted given the individual’s musical aptitude, training, and level of 
preparation” (Salmon, 1990, p. 3). 
Apprehension: “A way to think about something with fear” (Picard, 1990, p. 64). 
Appropriation: “A way to think about something with confidence” (Picard, 1990, 
p. 65). Although the term appropriation has garnered a more familiar context in recent 
years in relation to cultural appropriation, in the context of this study, appropriation is 
used strictly adhering to Picard’s definition, and is unrelated to cultural appropriation. 
Informal Music Learning: Learning that occurs without the presence of any 
person with a leadership role. Peers demonstrate original ideas to each other, engage in 
joint composition, jam, and improvise (Green, 2008).  
Formal Music Learning: Teacher-directed learning including planned 
progressions that lead to the reproduction of previously composed work as a means of 
assessment. A focus on repetition exists, and teachers are considered the source of 
instruction while students are consumers of information (Bersh, 2011; Green, 2008). 
Phenomenology: In phenomenological studies, “the researcher describes the 




description culminates in the essence of the experiences for several individuals who have 
all experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2009, pp. 60-61). 
Delimitations of Study 
 The population of this study was limited to members of a single popular music 
band of individuals who had formal college-level music training. I collected data from 
October 2020 to January 2021 and analyzed that data from January to March of 2021. 
All data were collected using the video conference platform WebEx, as necessitated by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  
Researcher Role and Positionality 
 I served as an interviewer during the data collection phase of the study. I had 
informally observed two performances of the participants’ popular music band, Gryzzle, 
prior to the start of the study and was familiar with their music through online streaming 
services. From personal experiences in formal, informal, and popular music making and 
learning contexts, and familiarity with Lucy Green’s research, I brought a positive bias to 
the potential outcomes of the study. 
 Although I was not a member of Gryzzle, I had a similar background to those 
members. I performed and trained as a classical instrumentalist in many of the same 
settings as the participants, and engaged in informal, self-directed, popular music 
making and learning outside of the classroom. Having attended the same undergraduate 
institution as the participants, I had limited informal interaction with each participant 
prior to the start of the study, and I had also had musical interactions with most of the 
members of the band. Shared musical experiences were in formal contexts as ensemble 
members, and as an audience member for their informal performances. My motivation 
to explore this topic came after a popular music performance in which I experienced for 
myself, and witnessed in others, improvement in perceived severity of MPA over the 




Organization of the Study 
 This thesis contains five chapters. Chapter 1 includes the statement of the 
problem, the applied theoretical framework, the purpose of the study and subsequent 
research questions, necessary key words and definitions, the delimitations of the study, 
and the role and positionality of the researcher. Chapter 2 contains a review of literature 
related to both MPA and informal music learning and making. Chapter 3 details the 
methodological paradigm and processes of the study, including the research design, data 
collection techniques, data analysis method, and validity of the method. Chapter 4 
contains data analysis and findings, presented primarily in the form of four participant 
vignettes. Finally, I offer further synthesis, discussion, conclusions, implications for 






Review of Literature 
Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) negatively impacts a large number of 
performing musicians of all ages and abilities. Current coping strategies include: (a) 
movement-oriented techniques, such as Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais Method, and 
exercise; (b) psychophysical techniques, like biofeedback and yoga; (c) biochemical 
techniques, including pharmaceuticals, nutraceuticals, recreational substances, and 
nutrition; and (d) cognitive-behavioral techniques such as visualization, cognitive 
behavioral therapy, and hypnotherapy (Driskill, 2012). Many of these coping strategies 
are either not appropriate or easily available to teachers for use with students. Specific to 
music education, they are often beyond teachers’ training or abilities—an orchestra 
conductor cannot prescribe and supply beta blockers, nor are they likely to hold a license 
as a therapist. While teachers have developed some strategies for addressing MPA in 
large group contexts, including group mediation, graded performance simulation, and 
positive/negative thought exchange, these strategies take time away from rehearsal and 
music pedagogy (Chang et al., 2003; Orman, 2003; Sieger, 2017; Wolfe, 1990).  
Informal music learning is a seemingly unrelated phenomenon that may 
inform potential pedagogical approaches that could affect students’ perceptions  of MPA. 
Several researchers have identified informal music learning as having benefits that 
directly address known issues regarding MPA, including increased perceptions of 
musical self-efficacy and autonomy (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 
2016), greater strength in independent music making skills like playing by ear (e.g., 
Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015; Woody & Lehmann, 2010), group cooperation, 
problem solving skills, and peer learning (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Jones, 




formal and informal musicians’ musical skills as well as the process of incorporating 
informal learning experiences into formal school music ensembles. 
Music Performance Anxiety 
In her multiple case study, Sieger (2017) examined the practices that three 
instrumental music teachers used to address MPA with their students in a southwestern 
city. Each taught a variety of ages and ensembles. The researcher justified the 
examination by highlighting the effects that MPA has on a large population of musicians 
and addressed several common methods of treatment in the study. Sieger discussed 
three of these treatment methods with participants, after identifying them as the easiest 
to implement without training: meditation, graded performance simulation, and 
positive/negative thought exchange (e.g., Chang et al., 2003; Orman, 2003; Wolfe, 
1990). Participants each recounted past experiences their students had with MPA, 
including instances where students were both mentally and physically affected by 
anxiety. Participants offered several strategies they had used as coping mechanisms for 
anxiety, such as: (a) having students write out solos rather than improvising; (b) 
teaching students to focus on the musical and technical aspects of the performance 
rather than the audience; (c) offering multiple performance opportunities in class with 
positive peer feedback; (d) breathing and visualization exercises in darkened rooms; (e) 
frequent audition exposure; (f) emphasizing preparedness; (g) simulating physiological 
symptoms by having students run around the school to raise their heart rates; and (h) 
exposing students to playing with a microphone. Participants noted several perceptions 
regarding which students were more affected by MPA, with different participants 
claiming that their older students did not seem to experience it as severely, and that the 
students who “cared more” (p. 45) were more vulnerable to MPA and more likely to ask 
for help. Participants expressed interest in formal teacher training regarding MPA, and 




Ryan and Andrews (2009) examined 201 semiprofessional choral singers’ 
performance and MPA experiences through a survey questionnaire. They found that 
performance anxiety was common across musicians of various genres and ability levels. 
Survey responses indicated that participants perceived solos as more anxiety inducing 
than ensemble performance, while instrumental ensembles induced greater anxiety than 
choirs. College training decreased the frequency, but not severity, of anxiety for 
participants, and the conductor was a primary causal factor in the experience of anxiety.  
Picard (1999) explored concepts and cognitive processes associated with MPA 
episodes with eight undergraduate musicians.  Participants completed the Questionnaire 
Related to Elaboration of Concepts (QREC) a few days prior to their end-of-semester 
instrumental examination, then again prior to their next semestrial instrumental 
examination. The QREC consisted of six open-ended questions aimed at identifying 
respondents’ concepts and conception. In between the two instrumental examinations, 
each participant engaged in seven semi-structured interviews. These interviews were 
based on short texts in music history, sociology, biographies of musicians, and music 
pedagogy. After their second instrumental examination, participants completed a follow-
up questionnaire in which they detailed what they thought they had learned throughout 
their participation in the study, as well as their relationship with the researcher. 
Picard built on Lazarus and his colleagues’ research regarding the cognitive 
process of situational context appraisal (Lazarus, 1966; Folkman and Lazarus, 1980). 
Lazarus had identified a two-stage cognitive process of appraisal; the first stage 
considered situational factors, and the second considered coping mechanisms. If the 
situational factors were appraised as threatening, the second stage would result in 
psychological apprehension, or thinking with fear. Picard framed his research around the 
concept of cognitive modulation, the process by which one may move from appraising 




in situations where one is primarily considering situational factors and secondarily 
considering their own personal abilities, apprehension will result. However, if an 
individual primarily considered their own abilities and saw the situational factors as 
secondary, appropriation – a term that serves as the opposite of apprehension, or “to 
think about something with confidence” (p. 65)--would ensue. Situational factors that 
were considered when appraising performance situations included the presence of 
judges in the audience or if the performance was being graded. Individual factors 
included students’ own perceptions of their musical ability. In cases of apprehension, 
students primarily considered situational factors, allowing their individual feelings of 
confidence to become a secondary consideration. In situations of appropriation, students 
primarily considered their own abilities, and the situational factors became the 
secondary thought. In situations of appropriation, Picard found that musicians first 
needed to accept that they had some personal capacities. In cases where musicians 
evaluated their personal capacities with confidence, their motivation to perform music 
publicly was enhanced. Picard describes this as a cognitive chain” leading from 
acceptation to motivation (p. 68). However, Picard noted that this confident evaluation 
of one's own capacities required a level of certainty of cognitive modulation toward 
appropriation to occur. For Picard s participants, that level of certainty came from 
professor approval—and, to a much lesser extent, peer approval. 
Formal and Informal Music Contexts 
In one of few studies that examined both formal and informal musicians outside 
of school settings, Woody and Lehmann (2010) examined differences in ear playing 
ability between classical and vernacular musicians. Twenty-four student musicians were 
tasked with recreating a melody by ear, both vocally and on their instruments. The 
researchers found that the vernacular musicians required significantly fewer trials to 




classical musicians. The researchers also reported that the difference in the number of 
trials required to recreate the melody vocally and instrumentally was minimal for the 
vernacular musicians, which was not the case for the classical performers. Participants 
and the researchers all attributed this difference to vernacular musicians not having to 
spend as much time with physical considerations like fingerings, and that those students’ 
audiation  skills facilitated easier transfer from vocal recreation to instrumental 
recreation. Of all the participants, keyboardists were the only musicians who required 
fewer trials to recreate the melody instrumentally than they did vocally, which they 
suggested represented a visual-spatial skill not shared by wind players. Vernacular 
musicians reported that they could often guess where the melody was going, with one 
participant perfectly recreating the melody and then claiming he had mostly done so 
through guessing. The researchers concluded this ability indicated a strong sense of 
pattern recognition among the vernacular musicians. Vernacular musicians also reported 
higher instances of learning music from a wide array of media (e.g., recordings, chord 
sheets), as well as a higher frequency of experimentation with piano and voice than did 
classical musicians. The researchers called for scholars to conduct more research on ear 
playing and for greater consideration of ear playing in school curricula. The authors also 
suggested that ear playing ability may be a key component to lifelong musicianship, as 
the skills developed through ear playing better facilitate ability to create music after 
leaving the structured realm of school music. 
Hartz and Bauer (2016) also worked with adult musicians, though within a 
small Ohio community band setting that paralleled the practices of a traditional school 
music ensemble. The researchers examined the effect of ear playing on ten adult amateur 
wind musicians’ musical self-efficacy. Participants completed the researcher-developed 
Ear Playing Profile at the beginning and end of the study, with eight weeks of ear 




qualitative feedback in the form of open-ended responses to an electronic form sent by 
the researchers. Participants reported significantly higher confidence in playing familiar 
songs by ear, playing along with prerecorded music, technical ability on their instrument, 
improvising music, understanding their part in the ensemble, composing music, and 
listening to music with understanding. Researchers observed that participants were able 
to navigate several of Kratus’ (1991) seven levels of improvisation: (a) exploration; (b) 
process-oriented improvisation, during which students begin to audiate coherent 
patterns; (c) product-oriented improvisation, in which students are conscious of 
constraints such as tonality, meter, and form; (d) fluid improvisation, characterized by a 
high degree of automacity; (e) structural improvisation, in which performers begin to 
shape the overall structure of an improvisation; (f) stylistic improvisation, evidenced by 
mastery of the conventions of a particular style; and (g) personal improvisation, in which 
an accomplished artist transcends stylistic conventions to create a truly unique musical 
statement. Participants were eventually able to progress to product-oriented 
improvisation. Lack of self-efficacy was common in early stages of the project, but end 
results included improved senses of musical self-efficacy and perceptions of heightened 
senses of musicianship, along with improved confidence in audiation. The researchers 
considered the adult musicians in this study to be receptive to new ways of learning 
music and to enjoy ear-based playing.  
Several researchers have studied the results of incorporating informal learning 
experiences into formal school music ensembles. Jones (2015) explored the informal 
learning experiences of eight high school instrumental musicians who participated in 
formal ensembles. Students volunteered to join an extracurricular group in which they 
chose music to learn, arrange, and perform by ear. The study differed from past work in 
that it took place over two phases, did not restrict students to popular music, and had 




game and movie music in the first phase, and were asked to choose any music genre 
other than video game and movie music in the second phase. This choice promoted 
motivating students first through allowing them to explore their own musical 
preferences before moving to other musical styles” (p. 66). In the second phase, students 
chose popular music. The researcher served as a facilitator for the two student groups by 
asking questions, leading discussion, and offering help when needed. As the students 
progressed through both phases, they reported feeling more comfortable with both the 
process of informal learning and notating music (specifically rhythmic notation). As the 
study continued, students notations became less and less clear, usually only notating 
pitches and internalizing rhythms through memorization rather than writing them 
down. During the second phase, student comments began to expand and encompass 
musical concepts other than pitch and rhythm. At the end of the project students felt that 
their critical listening skills, musical problem-solving skills, and attention to the quality 
of their arrangements had improved. They also reported an increased ability to recognize 
patterns in their printed band music, such as scales and rhythmic patterns. The 
researcher suggested that this study confirmed the notion that non-notation-based 
informal learning can complement formal band instruction, though formal ensemble 
students may need to be provided with additional tools to successfully negotiate 
unfamiliar informal processes. Jones also recommended that ensemble directors include 
students in musical decision making, that professional development opportunities be 
provided to help teachers learn how to incorporate informal practices into their 
ensembles, and that educators reorient thought processes to consider informal and 
formal learning experiences as supplementary to one another. 
Abrahams et al. (2010) examined the effects of incorporating informal music 
learning experiences into five high school choral ensembles. Over twelve weeks, these 




a Christmas carol from a recording. The study culminated with the groups performing 
their carols live at their respective schools’ winter concerts. Analysis revealed that 
participants felt the activities had a positive impact on group cooperation, peer-directed 
learning, autonomy, leadership, and personal musical identity. The researchers also 
suggested that the study had the potential to catalyze change in ensemble culture and 
affect teachers’ and students’ perception  of musical skill and ability. Participants 
reported enjoying the low-pressure environment of working without a teacher, citing 
being less afraid to make mistakes and learn from them. The researchers recommended 
that future replication studies be conducted with middle school groups and with non-
top-ensemble high school groups.  
Bersh (2011) examined the effects of informal learning experiences in various 
school ensembles on students practice, performance achievement, quality of experience, 
and self-perception. His study took place over four months, and involved sixth-, eighth-, 
and ninth-grade instrumental music students forming informal groups and selecting 
popular or winter-themed music to recreate by ear. Instrumental ensemble teachers 
served as facilitators to these informal groups; they did not provide any formal 
instruction, but offered students informal guidance. Throughout the process, students 
responded to journal prompts, participated in group semi-structured interviews, and 
engaged with a pre- and post-questionnaire. Teachers participated in semi-structured 
one-on-one interviews, and Bersh took field notes and audio and video recordings of 
rehearsals and performances. 
 In several situations students did not form their own friend groups, as in the 
seven-person jazz band which was kept as one larger group. The middle school orchestra 
teacher permitted their groups to learn their music without using a recording as a 
reference, allowing students to sing the familiar melodies to each other instead. 




submissive, and constructive. Dominant students took charge as rehearsal leaders and 
reported significant positive benefits from the experience, while submissive students 
may have lacked the social capital to express their discontent with how rehearsals were 
run and may have had experiences similar to their normal teacher-led ensemble 
rehearsals. Groups with wider variance in ability level experienced greater levels of 
frustration. All students seemed to only experience peer learning from students as 
advanced or more advanced than they were, leaving the most advanced students with 
fewer potential peer teachers. While some students reported positive impressions 
regarding their ability to work at their own pace without a teacher present, others noted 
that there would have been fewer arguments within the groups had they had an authority 
figure present. Argumentative groups were typically not friend groups. In general, 
students felt that they found new ways of learning music, felt more confident in their 
ability to learn independently and from peer collaborations, and had more efficient and 
productive personal practice. They also felt that their ability to play by ear, understand 
what the music was supposed to sound like before playing it, and work within a group 
would enhance their performance in school ensembles. Dominant behavior-type 
students felt empowered by the project, and participants reported  significant 
improvement in feelings of autonomy. In groups that had issues monitoring themselves, 
students reported enjoying the informal pace of making music without a teacher but 
acknowledged that they did not make as much progress as they would have had a teacher 
been present. When students felt that they were achieving musical success on their own, 
without teacher aid, the experience was more meaningful and led to greater perception 
of musical ability. The researcher recommended facilitating more experiences during 
class time during which students have control and can develop their communication 




Apart from studies on informal music in K-12 environments, several 
investigators have examined informal learning practices in college environments. Heuser 
(2008) described a music education course he taught in which students engaged in 
learning the clarinet through aural transmission and peer teaching following Gordon’s 
Music Learning Theory. Additionally, students were given CDs with which to learn select 
songs on the guitar following Green’s informal music learning model. The researcher 
purposively selected songs on the CD which had a small number of chords, thus being 
approachable to inexperienced guitar players. Through student journaling data taken 
throughout the duration of the course, Heuser found that collegiate music education 
students may be reticent to accept new methodologies that differ from how they 
themselves were taught. While multiple participants felt that informal learning was a 
challenging process, one noted that they were able to draw on their aural skills training 
to make these processes easier. Another participant highlighted the benefit of working 
through the informal learning process within their friendship group. 
 Isbell (2016) examined the experiences of 64 undergraduate and graduate 
students in a researcher-taught course specifically designed to develop vernacular 
musicianship among music education students. The two methods through which 
vernacular musicianship were developed were aural learning of student-selected music 
and participation in small peer-led groups. Data consisted of rehearsal observation notes 
taken by the researcher and a research assistant, weekly video recordings of rehearsals 
and performances, composition artifacts such as lyrics and chord sheets, formal student 
course evaluations completed at the end of the semester, and written responses to course 
reflection assignments. Participants experienced a steady growth of skill and comfort 
over the course of the vernacular music learning process. Graduate student participants 
considered the lack of teacher supervision critical to their peer groups’ success, while 




in rehearsals. Participants considered the notion of transferring a vernacular music 
process to elementary school contexts to be “difficult,” “close to impossible,” or “not even 
possible” (p. 33). While there were more positive feelings about the potential for 
vernacular music learning to succeed in a high school environment, participants were 
not ready to fully embrace transfer of the small, peer-led format to public schools (p. 33). 
 Hickey (2015) analyzed the practices of four collegiate free-improvisation 
teachers in order to better inform K-12 practices. The author observed and recorded free-
improvisation ensemble rehearsals facilitated by these professors and conducted 
interviews with them. Hickey found several commonalities among participants
strategies, including using nontraditional vocabulary, establishing democratic and 
egalitarian learning spaces, lack of evaluation, treating the leader as guide/facilitator, 
comfort with spontaneity, and the pedagogue s role as performer and improviser. 
Participants established prompts, exercises, and etudes to facilitate improvisation, such 
as students taking solos in turn or playing improvised duets. Other exercises involved 
students engaging in group improvisation using only long tones, and basing 
improvisations on loops that were encouraged to morph and develop over time. 
Professors established egalitarian learning spaces by engaging in democratic music 
making and learning, such as listening to input from the ensemble and asking them what 
they would like to do or where they would like to take the improvisations. Participants 
also commonly established a democratic physical space by having students face each 
other in a circle, which the facilitator was either included within or excluded outside, 
behaving as an audience member. Teachers commonly shied away from qualitative 
feedback, instead opting to encourage student reflection. They did not consider their 
positions as authoritative; rather, they viewed themselves more as coaches or community 
members. Professors remarked against overplanning, stating that trying to stick to 




Participating professors commonly cited technical mastery of their instrument and 
improvisation as keys to facilitating free jazz groups, and used modeling frequently in 
their teaching. Hickey suggested that teachers may need to reevaluate their traditional 
vocabulary and terminology and would benefit from training in delivering non-
qualitative feedback and facilitating reflective discussion amongst ensemble members. 
Questions also arose regarding facilitating free improvisation groups in beginner 
ensembles, where technical facility is just beginning to develop. The author also 
acknowledged such logistical barriers of free improvisation groups like grading. 
Summary 
Several themes were present in researchers’ findings and discussions. Students 
with informal music experiences reported increased perceptions of musical self-efficacy 
and autonomy (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & Bauer, 2016), and 
demonstrated greater strength in independent music making skills like playing by ear 
(e.g., Hartz & Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015; Woody & Lehmann, 2010), group cooperation, 
problem solving skills, peer learning (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Jones, 2015), 
and improved practice techniques (Bersh, 2011), although more advanced or dominant 
students sometimes perceived more value in informal experiences (Bersh, 2011). 
Students also reported greater technical mastery of their instruments through 
vernacular, non-notation based, and informal learning practices (e.g., Hartz & Bauer, 
2016; Woody & Lehmann, 2010). Several researchers found benefits to students’ and 
teachers’ perceptions of musical identity and ability (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; 
Hartz & Bauer, 2016). In some studies, students expressed apprehension at the 
beginning of informal learning procedures, but overall found the process to be less 
stressful than a typical ensemble rehearsal (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz & 
Bauer, 2016; Jones, 2015). Literature on both informal learning and Music Performance 




address their fields (e.g., Hickey, 2015; Jones, 2015; Sieger, 2017). Picard (1999) 
discusses the situational effects of elements like judges in the audience and graded 
performances as being key factors in students’ experiences  with MPA, while Hickey 
(2015) found that free improvisation instructors specifically took measures to remove 
themselves from that situational context, such as only providing non-qualitative 
feedback or performing alongside the ensemble as a community member rather than as 
an authority figure. Several sources also suggested that, in keeping with Green s initial 
model of informal music learning, the teacher stay removed from student learning as a 
direct instructor and serve instead as a facilitator (e.g., Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; 
Hickey, 2015; Jones, 2015).  
Researchers have suggested that students will experience less severe symptoms of 
MPA in informal settings than they do in formal ones (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011). 
Students report feeling less stressed in informal settings, citing being less afraid to make 
mistakes and being able to work at their own pace (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz 
& Bauer, 2016;  Jones, 2015). Sieger (2017) observed coping strategies for MPA, which 
included encouraging students to focus more on musical and technical aspects of the 
performance rather than the audience. This idea aligns with Picard’s (1999) discussion of 
the Theoretical Model of Appropriation, in which situations are appraised with 
appropriation when students primarily consider their own musical ability, and appraise 
the audience as a secondary factor. Students in several studies on informal music 
learning also developed greater technical mastery of their instruments, which may 
reasonably improve their ability to appraise situations with appropriation (Picard, 1999). 
Finally, Picard noted that students largely cannot become confident enough in their own 
ability to appraise situations with appropriation unless they receive validation from 
professor or peer approval. Meanwhile, there is a large amount of evidence regarding 




independence, and perceptions of musical identity (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Hartz 
& Bauer, 2016). This suggests cause to examine the potential of informal learning and 
music making experiences to help students independently create their own intrinsic 
sources of validation, removed from peer or professor approval. No previous research 
has comparatively studied MPA from the perspectives of musicians who regularly 
participate, and are proficient in, both formal and informal learning and music making. 
Little research addresses MPA in informal contexts outside of the classroom. Given the 
many potential relationships between informal music making experience and MPA, 
better understanding of how proficient informal musicians experience MPA can offer 








 The purpose of this study was to investigate formally-trained musicians’ 
perceptions regarding Music Performance Anxiety in informal contexts. I was especially 
interested in how physical contexts, audiences, and learning environments manifested in 
participants’ perception of MPA in informal performance contexts. The specific research 
questions that guided the investigation were: 
 1. How do musicians who participate in informal music making describe their 
experiences with performance anxiety in informal spaces?  
 2. How did these experiences inform participants broader understanding of 
performance anxiety and relationship with performance anxiety?  
 3. To what extent do performance settings and stakes influence the perceived 
severity of participants performance anxiety? 
Research Design 
 In this study, I was interested in a particular band’s members’ qualitative 
experiences rather than seeking generalizable information from a larger population. As a 
result, I selected a phenomenological research design through which I explored 
musicians’ perceptions of MPA. Researchers agree that the nature of research problems 
should inform the selection of a research design (Bernard, 2006; Creswell, 2009, 2013).  
Moustakas (1994) describes qualitative research as “searching for meanings and essences 
of experience rather than measurements and explanations” (p. 17). Brentano (1973) 
contrasted the natural and human sciences; natural sciences observe physical 
phenomena, while human sciences study mental phenomena. In human sciences, “only 
what we know from internal perception can be counted on as a basis for scientific 




"process of qualitative research involves emerging questions and procedures, 
data typically collected in the participant’s setting, data analysis inductively 
building from particulars to general themes, and the researcher making 
interpretations of the meaning of the data and the written report has a flexible 
structure” (Creswell, 2009, p. 51)  
 Phenomenological studies “describe the meaning for several individuals of their 
lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p.57). In 
phenomenological studies, “the researcher describes the lived experiences of individuals 
about a phenomenon as described by participants. This description culminates in the 
essence of the experiences for several individuals who have all experienced the 
phenomenon” (Creswell, 2009, pp. 60-61). The focus of phenomenological research is to 
describe the commonalities participants share in their experience of a phenomenon (p. 
58).  Creswell describes transcendental phenomenology as consisting of “identifying a 
phenomenon to study, bracketing out one’s own experiences, and collecting data from 
several persons who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 60). Creswell states that 
asking broad, open ended questions focused on single phenomenon is a central 
component to this type of research (p. 50). 
 I used purposive sampling (Leavy, 2017) to identify individuals with a variety of 
experiences in formal school music training and who shared a common informal music 
making and learning experience. This study sought to explore these musicians’ 
perceptions of Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) in their informal contexts, and 
describe any commonalities shared by participants in their experience with the 
phenomenon. I attempted to describe the “very nature of the thing” (van Manen, 1990, 
p.177)—in this case, perception of Music Performance Anxiety as described by the 




individual vignettes, described the participants’ experiences regarding perceived MPA in 
informal settings (Moustakas, 1994).  
Participants 
 Having established the phenomenon of interest as perceptions formally trained 
musicians have regarding MPA in informal contexts, I identified members of the band 
Gryzzle as persons who had experienced this phenomenon. Gryzzle’s music defied 
labels—their genre may be described as hip-hop, indie, pop, jazz, or with any other 
number of hyphenated qualifiers. However, it was undeniably self-led and operated in a 
distinctly informal manner. The band comprised a rhythm section with keyboard, bass, 
and drums; a horn section with sax, trombone, and trumpet; and a front person who 
rapped, sang, and played guitar. At the time of the study, each of the four participants 
were current or former music majors at James Madison University, and among them had 
a broad and diverse set of formal school music experiences. Additionally, they had a 
shared set of performance experiences in Gryzzle over approximately one and a half 
years, from 2017-2019.  
In my IRB protocol, I identified that potential participants would be either adult 
volunteers or current university students, and that overall level of risks or discomfort to 
participants were minimal. Given that the study would involve a popular band that had 
performed in various known venues and festivals, that those venues and festivals would 
be a focus of the research, and that data reporting could require the inclusion of specific 
song names, I specifically chose not to de-identify Gryzzle as a group. Subsequently, 
participants were given the choice of whether or not they wished to be de-identified in 
the data. Every participant elected to use their real identities in the study.  Participants 
were contacted via email and informal messages, through which I provided written 
invitations and IRB-approved consent forms. Of the seven former members of the band, 





 At the time of the study, Noah was a senior music education major at James 
Madison University who studied voice, sang in the institution’s choirs, and played 
saxophone in jazz ensembles and jazz combos. He had high school experience in 
marching and concert bands, and performed with the university’s marching band. Noah 
also performed around Harrisonburg in non-academic jazz combos, organized by and 
made up of students and alumni. 
Willis, Frontperson 
 Willis was a recent graduate of James Madison University, where they majored in 
jazz performance as a bass player. They had experience playing bass in the school’s 
Symphony Orchestra, wind band, and Jazz Ensemble, as well as jazz combos. They had 
written and performed both original music and covers with other informal groups since 
high school, both in groups and as an individual. 
Douglas, Keyboard 
 Douglas was a recent graduate of James Madison University where he majored in 
music education and studied piano. Douglas sang in the school’s choirs and played piano 
for the Jazz Ensemble and jazz combos. He also played piano with other informal groups 
in the Harrisonburg area during college. 
Evan, Trombone 
 Evan was a recent graduate of the university where he majored in jazz 
performance on the bass trombone. Evan performed in the school’s Symphony 
Orchestra, Wind Symphony, Brass Band, Jazz Ensemble and jazz combos on both tenor 
and bass trombone. After graduation, he pursued a graduate degree in jazz trombone 






Data Collection  
 Creswell (2009) states that phenomenological studies “typically involve 
conducting interviews” (p. 61), and researchers have engaged in phenomenological 
studies using interview data exclusively (Choiniere, 2010; Jones, 2020; McEwan, 2019; 
Wagnon, 2020). Leavy (2017) describes interview methods as “using conversation as a 
learning tool” (p. 139). Creswell (2013) describes interviews as being unstructured, open 
ended questions of which there are few in number and that are intended to elicit views 
and opinions from participants. Moustakas (1994) states that “obtaining descriptions of 
experience through first-person accounts in informal and formal conversations and 
interviews” is one of the common qualities of qualitative human science research (p. 18). 
Interviews need to be in-depth, which Leavy (2017) writes are “inductive or open ended 
and range from unstructured to semi structured” (p. 139). Seidman (2006) advises that 
participants be interviewed over a period of time in order to place comments in context 
and check for internal consistency in responses. Interviewing multiple participants 
allows the researcher to connect their experiences and cross reference a participants ’
experience against those of others. The goal of interviewing is "to understand how our 
participants understand and make meaning of their experience” (p. 24); if the structure 
of the interviews allows participants and researcher both to make sense of the 
experience, it has "gone a long way to validity” (p. 24).  
 In this study, I conducted two rounds of semi-structured interviews. I conducted 
the first round of interviews via Webex in the fall and winter months of 2020-2021 in the 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, during which in-person interviews were not feasible. 
Researchers have utilized internet-mediated research since the 1990s (Hewson, 2014). 
O’Connor and Madge (2003) found success using synchronous internet-mediated 




interviews involving both audio and video potentially “constitute the closest possible 
distal approximation of actual face to face interaction” (p. 428). However, researchers 
have also speculated that the nature of the interactions between participants and the 
researcher may be affected by not being physically present with each other (Hewson, 
2014), and as such can potentially represent a limitation in data collection. Webex-
facilitated interviews for this study were synchronous and involved both audio and video 
in all but one instance (a single follow up interview was audio only).  
First round interviews ranged in length from 47 minutes to one hour and 12 
minutes. Each participant was asked the same number of baseline (i.e., 15) open-ended 
questions (see Appendix 1). After the first round of interviews and initial analysis, I 
conducted follow up interviews to elaborate on two themes from the findings. I sent 
emails and informal messages to invite participants to second-round interviews in 
February 2021. The space between interviews, the ability to cross reference responses 
from multiple participants, and the nature of the interview process, which allowed for 
understanding of both participants and the researcher, ensured data consistency and 
accuracy for this study. 
 Lines of inquiry (Leavy, 2017) for the first-round interviews included the creative 
and learning processes utilized by Gryzzle, the venues and audiences for which they 
performed, and their personal experiences with MPA in both formal music contexts and 
in the context of Gryzzle. I chose those lines of inquiry to address what I saw as the two 
main differences between formal and informal music situations: learning environments 
and performance environments. I transcribed interviews using Webex’s built in auto-
caption generator; using the base text generation, I reviewed the audio from interviews 







Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe member checking as “the most critical 
technique for establishing credibility” in qualitative research (p. 314). Member checking 
involves “taking data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to participants so 
that they can judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” (Creswell, 2007, p. 208). 
Participants reviewed their own transcribed interviews for the purpose of conducting 
member checks. They were able to correct terms they had used that had not been 
accurately transcribed by Webex’s software or myself, and they ensured that the 
transcriptions captured the intent of their thoughts accurately. Two participants 
requested that a single segment from their respective interviews not be used in the data 
analysis, as they did not feel it accurately represented their beliefs. I later sent the 
participants sections of the findings that used data from their interviews, including their 
individual vignettes. The participants then engaged in the same member check process 
to ensure the accuracy of this data.  
 Eisner (1991) states that consensual validation is “an agreement among 
competent others that the description, interpretation, and evaluation and thematics of 
an educational situation are right” (p. 112). For this purpose, I also employed two peer 
reviewers in February of 2021 and sent manuscripts of the study upon draft completion. 
These peer reviewers were fellow music education graduate students at James Madison 
University who had comparable levels of experience in research to myself. They made 
suggestions, proposed edits, and helped ensure the validity of the study. Along with my 
research advisor and document committee, these reviewers provided consensual 
validation for this study. 
Analysis 
 I analyzed and coded transcriptions in accordance with Creswell’s (2007) 




[The objective is] reducing the information to significant statement or quotes and 
combining the statements into themes. Following that, the researcher develops a 
textural description of the experiences of the person (what participants 
experienced), a structural description of their experiences (how they experienced 
it in terms of the conditions, situations, or context), and a combination of the 
textural and structural descriptions to convey an overall essence of the 
experience. (p. 60)  
Seidman (2006) advised that transcribed interviews be reduced down to “what is 
of most significance and interest” (p. 117), and that it is most important that this 
reduction of the data is inductive. Seidman recommends marking individual passages 
and grouping them into categories before searching for thematic connections between 
and among the categories (p. 119). After I transcribed interviews, I reduced them to 
significant quotes that served as individual codes. Though I “bracketed out my own 
experiences” during coding (Creswell, 2009, p. 60), I acknowledge the reflexive role my 
personal background and experiences had in shaping the analysis of the data (Creswell, 
2014, p. 186). Prior to the beginning of this study, I attended several Gryzzle 
performances and had informal personal interactions with two of the participants in this 
study. Given my informal observations of Gryzzle performances and familiarity with 
Green’s work (2002, 2008), I approached this study with a positive bias in favor of 
informal music making and learning.  
The first-round interviews provided 118 total codes, which I grouped into 
emergent categories after cross referencing between multiple participants’ interview 
data. When appropriate, I labeled these categories with terminology from Picard’s 
Theoretical Model of Appropriation. From this initial analysis, I was able to group 112 of 
the 118 total codes into five categories. Six outlier codes did not fit into the five main 




follow up interviews. After establishing thematic connections between and among 
categories (Seidman, 2006), I was able to group findings into the same two themes 
Picard (1999) found to be significant in determining one’s ability to appraise a situation 
with appropriation: Situational and Personal. Through analysis of the data and 
presentation of the findings, no aspect of Picard’s model required adaptation or 






The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of formally trained 
musicians regarding Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) in informal contexts. In his 
Theoretical Model of Appropriation, Picard (1999) identified two categories of factors 
that affect MPA: Situational and Personal. My analysis revealed several MPA-affecting 
factors, all of which conformed to Picard s situational and personal categories. 
Situational factors for members of Gryzzle included: the physical venues they performed 
in, the audience size, the makeup of who was in the audience, and the audience 
reception. Personal factors for members of Gryzzle included: interpersonal relationships 
between bandmates, creative ownership over the music they performed, and  motivation 
to prepare for performances. Data analysis revealed the most important factors behind 
participants’ ability to appraise performance situations with appropriation were: (a) the 
response from their informal audiences, which seems to have replaced the professor 
validation in Picard s theory; (b) the autonomy and agency that came with performing 
one s own music; and (c) the preparation that participants had for performances.  
 This document presents data from the interview findings in the form of four 
individual vignettes. These vignettes offer detailed insight into each participant’s lived 
experience. Within each vignette, I address situational factors first, labeled broadly as 
Effect of Venue and Crowd,” to examine how informal audiences and other situational 
factors affected participants’ appraisal of performances. Next, personal factors, grouped 
as Effect of Creative Ownership,” comprised other personal factors, like motivation to 
prepare and connection between bandmates, and directly related to the perception of 
creative ownership. In Informal vs. Formal Learning Contexts” I discuss the differences 




writing, rehearsing, and performing with Gryzzle and their traditional formal school 
experiences. Finally, I include a summative Ability to Appropriate” for each participant.  
Vignette 1: Noah 
I think the pressure is more like I can put the same amount of work into 
something and not feel as much pressure if I have this image of myself doing 
really well. If I'm like, “well work on it, because you should”, but also like 
“You're going to do well”, that confidence doesn't make it feel nearly as much 
like work. 
Background 
 Noah’s public school music experience was fairly typical—he played saxophone in 
concert band and his school’s big band and was a member of the marching band. He also 
formed an extra-curricular band with his friends that I will refer to by the alias 
‘Marmalade’ in this study. Marmalade played funk fusion music; Noah sang a bit, and 
was one of two saxophonists who served as the “front men” for the group. 
 Noah gained valuable skills from the experience of being in his own band in high 
school, which continued to serve him in his later informal music making experiences. He 
had experience connecting with venues and owners and setting up performances. He felt 
that he had gained a sense of charisma from being a front man; “to be a front man, you 
can't really stand there.”  
 By the time Noah joined Gryzzle at the end of his first year of college, he had 
developed informal music performance skills through his participation in Marmalade 
that affected his perception of MPA.  
With Gryzzle I think you could easily have had any of that same kind of anxiety of 
“oh, I'm the only saxophone player.” Like, “I'm the only trumpet player and 
people are going to hear it.” I mean, it's a small chamber group. With that, I had 




Effect of Venue and Crowd 
 While Gryzzle was a similar experience to Marmalade for Noah in the nature of 
the ensemble, it came with much more audience attention. With this audience attention 
came certain pressures; Noah recalled feeling that there was “more pressure to do well 
but less pressure once we were on stage doing well.” Specifically, once the first song had 
started and Noah could see that the audience was responding positively, he felt the 
nerves were gone.  
 Noah recalled the basement environment of Gryzzle’s first performance as having 
a very “loose vibe”; he knew these basement show audiences were positive and receptive. 
Noah remembers distinctly how little his nerves affected him in these environments. 
Noah was glad to have a large audience for this first show (the basement was pretty 
packed) and felt that this environment set the tone for how Gryzzle would interact with 
audiences going forward: “We want you to be a part of this.” 
 There was, however, one wrinkle in how Noah perceived a show and his nerves: 
who was in the audience. He mentioned a performance where Gryzzle had opened for an 
extremely popular saxophone player from a well-known contemporary band: 
He plays my instrument. He's super, super good. And he did his soundcheck and 
I was like “this sounds great!” And, I mean, he's a 40 year old man or whatever, 
but I was like, “you can't play anything that's not burnin’, this guy has gotta not 
think that you’re some sort of chump.” 
 Noah mentioned that this “who’s in the audience” mentality came into play 
often—he took very much into account who the bands were that Gryzzle was splitting the 
bill with when appraising performances. He specifically felt pressure when he knew that 
there were going to be experienced jazz musicians at the show, and noted that he was 
less concerned about how Gryzzle would do as a whole, but he was usually thinking 




Will this person that is a better a musician than me in my mind, will they relate to 
it? Because at this point, you know, I'm more nervous about playing music for 
other really high caliber musicians than I am for a crowd of people that are just 
there trying to have fun. 
 Noah made the point that while average audience members were probably not 
going to be critically thinking about his solo, he felt that jazz musicians can have a 
“cutthroat mentality.” He mentioned a jazz combo performance he had played with some 
musicians he highly respected, and the pressure he felt to play well if he wanted to get to 
play with them again. While Noah found these situations anxiety inducing, he also 
valued the experience of playing with these musicians.  
 If Gryzzle was splitting the bill with a rock and roll band he would not really 
consider them when appraising the performance; it was only when another jazz band or 
player was present that this occurred. Noah’s reaction to other jazz musicians was driven 
by the individualistic nature of improvised solos and his own connection with jazz, 
identity, and expression: 
So we had an ownership of the music with Gryzzle, but it's not as individual of a 
thing. Jazz has been something that is very linked to identity and expression for 
me … I think jazz is cool because everybody has an individual voice, but if 
everybody else is ignoring that voice and not trying to support … It’s really 
obvious too. Also, if you have an individual voice and you're just ignoring 
everyone else. So, I think maybe that's what makes it very fulfilling, very nerve 
wracking, very kinda … charged when it comes to people that are really good at it. 
Because you're like, “Oh they have a better sense of self!” 
 Toward the end of Gryzzle’s time together as a band, they performed two shows 
at Floyd Fest, a popular outdoor music festival for much larger audiences than their 




 “We were like, ‘this is really big.’ … We’ve been leading up to it all tour. This is 
the very end of the summer tour, we’d been a month on the road and it was like, 
this is the big one.” 
 Playing in a new environment and for a larger audience did not faze Noah much. 
After playing so many shows over the course of a summer tour, he was confident in the 
band’s preparation for this performance. Noah did, however, still consider the first song 
of the performance to be the biggest release of anxiety. As usual, he came into the 
performance with concerns about certain things that could go wrong. He described 
worrying about the “300 ways you can totally bomb it, and then the one way where you’ll 
be successful.” But, as usual with Noah, the success of the first song eased these 
anxieties. 
 Noah recalled another unique venue that Gryzzle had once played: his 
university’s concert hall. While Noah had been unable to perform at this gig, he felt that 
after watching the video Gryzzle had been able to muster an audience reaction more 
similar to their usual shows than to what one might typically see in a traditionally formal 
venue. He saw people getting up and clapping in the hall, and remarked how different it 
looked to him than a performance of Mahler 2  that might usually take place there. 
Effect of Creative Ownership 
 Early on, Noah was less than familiar with his new bandmates. He even recalls 
being somewhat intimidated by the level of musicianship present in Gryzzle. Noah had 
not met Doug before the first Gryzzle gig, who he knew had written most of the music he 
would be playing. 
You never want somebody to show up to a gig playing music that you wrote and 
then sort of like, really playing badly. So some of that was in my mind where I 




 While Noah’s concern about audience engagement vanished quickly, he said this 
concern of doing justice to Doug’s music stayed in his head throughout the gig. As time 
with the band went on and Noah gained confidence and familiarity with Doug’s tunes, 
this pressure began to dissipate.  
 Noah felt that Gryzzle was motivated to prepare for gigs as much as they did 
because of the nature of playing one’s own original music: 
… but it's different when it's your own music too. I mean, we wanted to rehearse 
that much because we loved the music, we loved the band, so we did have a really 
regular meeting time kind of going on for a while. 
 While Noah felt a sense of ownership with Gryzzle, it was one he saw as being 
shared with his bandmates—“It's not as individual of a thing.” Noah’s stake in the 
creative ownership of the music rested more in his improvised solos. This may have 
factored into his particular consideration of other jazz musicians in the audience when 
appraising performance situation. It also aligns with his sense of identity with jazz. 
Informal vs. Formal 
 Noah described Gryzzle as a democratic ensemble in terms of both learning and 
responsibility.  He recalled that early on, certain members of the band were filling 
certain roles based on their strengths. As time went on, Noah sought out his friends as 
peer teachers to help him develop his own skills: 
So Willis was like, “I have connections” and Doug was like, “I am very good at 
writing music” and I was just like, okay… and then I got really interested in doing 
both of those things myself and Doug gave me a lot of really good criticisms and 
tips about writing and arranging music…I think I learned from, you know, a 




 Noah found that the democratic power structure of the informal group also gave 
him room to practice these skills in real-world scenarios, stating there “wasn’t a barrier 
for me to not be able to book the gig, to write the music.” 
 Noah recalled a particular learning instance between Doug and him that captured 
his feelings on informal learning in the context of Gryzzle. Doug identified that Noah had 
written some minor 9ths in a piece of music and said, “You don't even need to have this 
as a general rule, just listen to it!” Noah then saw informal learning as an opportunity see 
and hear what was working, as well as what wasn’t. He valued the immediate practicality 
of using his skills to develop music for the band, or book the next gig. He also enjoyed 
the freedom to make mistakes without fear: 
I mean, I think just having no grades and having it be “I'm writing this to make 
other people relate to me”, or “I'm trying to book this gig”… So if it's not working 
I don't need a grade, or I don't need a best practice thing, really, to tell me in 
Gryzzle with these informal situations “that’s not working.” I get somebody being 
like, “I don't like your music.” Or somebody saying “I don't think this expresses 
you very well.” Or just somebody in my email like “Why would I want you to come 
and play at my place?” 
 In the context of Gryzzle, feedback was tangible and had real potential 
consequences for Noah. The “fear of getting an F” was replaced by the reality of not 
successfully booking a show, or writing a song that audiences didn’t respond to. Noah 
saw a flexibility and a pragmatism in learning this way; he had the opportunity to fail 
safely and an internal motivation to succeed.  
 Noah sees jazz ensembles as the bridge for audiences between formal music and 
“Gryzzle at the bar” because of its less scripted nature. He described some similarities to 
informal performances while playing with the school big band at a local bar and 




concert hall venue, he could see some of what he experienced in Gryzzle in the audience 
reactions: 
I would say the closest I ever got [to a Gryzzle experience] for a school thing with 
that is Jazz nights at [local bar and restaurant] with jazz ensemble, but that's one 
of those instances I think of jazz ensemble bridging that gap. Where it's not trying 
to be this very formal music … as far as crowd levels of participation and the 
generally relaxed vibe…you’re straight up handing an invitation to the people 
listening, like, “please, please engage in this music in a way that…you know, it's 
loud! Just do it!’” 
  When talking about perceiving audience reactions at his strictly formal choir 
concerts, however, Noah noted a learning curve: 
I have learned to tell when it’s … sort of a chilling sense of awe. Because I think 
more times when people think a choir sounds really good it’s sort of a breathless 
“wow.” You see some wide eyes, and you see some people on the edge of their 
seat. And I've learned to really appreciate that kind of, you know, this is beautiful 
music too. 
 While Noah has learned to perceive and appreciate the audience response in his 
more formal music performances, he stated that he preferred the more “tangible” 
response of concert goers whooping and cheering from his jazz and informal shows. 
Noah felt that this sort of response is more likely to happen at a formal jazz ensemble 
concert than a choir show. However, he also described having severe experiences with 
anxiety in formal jazz contexts: 
I think I've gotten really nervous for jazz ensemble gigs probably more than most 
solos I take, like, jazz ensemble featured, solos. Um, cause you're in front of a 




combo [and apologize] … Everybody's listening to you, so with that, I think all of 
those things came together, the expectation and a little bit of nerves. 
 In this case, Noah sees the size of the audience and the nature of the performance 
(“everybody’s listening to you”) as factors that affect his perception of MPA. He also 
described a potentially compounding factor: the reputation of a school ensemble. He 
described preparing for his university’s jazz ensemble concerts as being affected by an 
“external force”: “people have this image; people talk about this ensemble.” 
 Noah also saw a connection between his own identity with jazz music and the 
nature of the formal concert hall and audience as a factor affecting his perception of 
MPA. The concert hall, presence of professors in the audience, and musical relationship 
he shared with his friends all contributed to this “axis” he describes: 
There’s maybe some sort of axis of gravity of the situation: importance of the gig, 
importance of the musical product that you're presenting, you know, “who's in 
the audience?” For me, whenever it's [the concert hall] and it's jazz, it's like this is 
some axis of my favorite music that I strive to do well on, because I love the 
music, the venue is big because all my music professors are here and I respect 
them a lot. And then also all my friends are here and I want to show them that I 
care enough to give them something really cool. And I worked really hard to 
inspire … my friends inspire me all the time … So I think it's a perfect 
combination of all those things sometimes with jazz ensemble… 
 The experience of tension between musicians was not unique to informal groups 
in Noah’s experience. He described formal ensemble concerts where the director was 
visibly stressed about the performance quality, and how hard it was for him not to think 





 Noah felt strongly about his relationship with formal classical saxophone 
performance. While this was not a type of music that Noah made often after his high 
school career, the notion of playing classical saxophone elicits a strong response from 
him. “ … if they were like, ‘hey, play a saxophone concerto,’ I’d just feel like I was like an 
imposter … ” Even though Noah has recently been putting effort into practicing classical 
materials, this notion of not being received by classical audiences persists. 
I've been really going back to Ferlings and stuff lately and just trying to do etudes. 
I mean, I play ‘em like a jazz boy. I have my old jazz mouthpiece and do subtones 
and stuff, I don't care, but if I were to do that in front of people I have this image 
in my mind, and maybe it's just classical music too, of somebody being like 
[makes grumpy face] in the back the whole time, just like, “This is a disgrace!” or 
something. 
Ability to Appropriate 
 The connection that Noah feels with other musicians and the communication 
they share on stage can, at times, serve just as well as the reinforcement needed to 
appraise a performance with appropriation as the audience’s response can. Shortly after 
quarantine began, Noah played in a live streamed jazz gig for which there was no live 
audience. He felt he managed to achieve a self-described flow state (Csikszentmilhalyi, 
1988) in this gig, purely from the level of communication going on between the other 
players. While Noah acknowledges that the audience response is a big factor in feeling 
that confidence on stage, he considers the communication between musicians to be an 
even bigger factor: 
I think a lot of times [achieving a flow state] depends on the audience. 
Sometimes, probably, the biggest thing is am I communicating with these 
musicians? And it can be music that's written! Because I've had moments that 




ensemble performances where the audience wasn't like, “oh, my God!” the whole 
time. 
 The communication between bandmates on stage was extremely important to 
Noah at Gryzzle shows. However, if there was personal tension between members of 
Gryzzle during a gig, he felt that the band would not “lock in,” and that nerves could 
come from those situations. 
 Noah also perceived his ability to approach a performance situation with 
confidence as dependent on drawing on a number of successful performance experiences 
in similar contexts: “It’s probably that I can pull from very specific instances where I did 
do well.” It takes Noah a period of time in which he accrues successful performance 
experiences in a certain genre before he can appraise with appropriation: 
… singing from the beginning for me, I was just like, “what are you doing? You 
know … you’re not a singer.” It kind of took me two years to even have an identity 
as a singer where I was like, “actually people do want to hear me sing. Actually, I 
want to hear me sing!” That even took longer … 
 It took Noah time to become confident in his ability to sing, and to come to find a 
part of his musical identity in singing. He experienced a similar period of wind-up time 
when he began singing jazz music, as opposed to strictly classical: 
But I'm very trained as a classical singer, and I wasn't very interested in that. But 
I would feel almost more confident singing classical music with way less of a 
connection to the music because it's less foreign … then I feel more confident now 
singing jazz, because I kind of forced myself to. 
 Noah routinely felt within Gryzzle that, in instances where he experienced MPA 
prior to or during a performance, he was able to appraise with appropriation after the 
first song. His anxieties were tied most commonly to technology malfunctioning, or 




performances highly; he was particularly considering whether or not jazz musicians that 
he respected were in attendance. In cases where jazz musicians were present, Noah 
expressed more concern for the level of his individual playing, specifically his improvised 
solos. Another factor Noah considered in all performance situations was the level of 
communication between the musicians onstage, and felt that this communication could 
supersede audience response in certain situations. Conversely, this level of 
communication occasionally contributed more to a negative appraisal of a performance 
situation; if there were tensions between bandmates, or if a formal ensemble conductor 
was noticeably stressed out, Noah described being unable to ignore it or remain 
unaffected. 
 Noah felt that audience response was a significant factor in how he appraised 
performances. While he has learned over years of experience to notice and appreciate the 
more subtle ways in which formal audiences respond to music, he prefers the more 
energetic and robust response from informal audiences.  
Vignette 2: Evan 
It might make you nervous at first because you see this huge crowd and you're 
like “Holy shit, I'm playing for, like, 400 people!” Like, when we first played at 
Floyd Fest for something like 500 people in that lawn, and that was nerve 
racking at first. But then it gets comforting when you know that all these people 
have showed up for your music. And so it kind of quells your nerves quickly. 
When you see that such a massive volume of people, at least relative to what 
you're used to, are there for your art. 
Background 
 Evan’s school music experience as a trombonist was comprehensive: “If you can 
think of it, I probably played in it at school.” Aside from his time in the Wind Symphony, 




engaged with extra-curricular jazz combos and cover bands. “Lots of stuff like that where 
you know, it wasn't my original music, but it was the same kind of instrumentation; 3 
horns, the rhythm section. Maybe a vocalist or something. I did a good bit of that.” His 
experience with playing in individually organized gigs goes back to early high school; he 
notes that it was around his second year of college where those gigs became more 
consistent and “really blew up.” 
Effect of Venue and Crowd 
 From the outset of Gryzzle, Evan felt the “electricity that performing for a live 
audience affords you.” Evan enjoyed being able to see crowds enjoying the music he was 
performing; “it was a driving factor in how the performance felt.” While this sensation 
was true for Evan no matter the size of the audience, he found that it was magnified by 
larger audience sizes. As Gryzzle became more well known, Evan began to see a change 
in the effect the audience had on him. People were now coming specifically to see 
Gryzzle, many of whom Evan knew personally and whose opinions he respected. 
 “I'm like, hey, people know who we are. They've heard we're good. Friends of 
mine are now coming, whose opinion, you know, for better or worse, I care about 
are going to be there and they're going to hear it, I hope it's good!”  
Gryzzle had begun to develop a reputation that Evan cared about upholding for 
his more personal audiences. 
 Evan’s relationship with venues changed over the course of Gryzzle’s time 
together as well. He recalls initially seeing a local bar as a high stakes venue: “It's our 
first time playing a bar. I was like, ‘Wow, we're playing a bar!’ And it's like, this is a big 
deal, we have a cover charge, this is a whole different animal.” As time went on, however, 
Evan’s perception of the venue changed: 
By the end of our time as a band, the [local bar] was not a high stakes venue for 




relieving. I was like, “I know the sound guy, if it's good or bad, that's kind of 
beside the point. I know what to expect.” It's just more comfortable, you know, 
and the people that you know are going to be there, they're going to support you. 
 Evan grew more comfortable with repeated experiences performing in these 
venues. He developed a familiarity with the place, personnel, and audience that put him 
at ease. When Gryzzle performed outside of their hometown stomping grounds, however, 
Evan noted another factor that determined his perception of a high stakes venue: who 
else was known for playing there. He described a venue in northern Virginia that had 
hosted several very popular groups in the past: 
 … the people that come here expect a certain level of virtuosity or whatever. So, 
when I say like a high stakes venue, it was one where I felt like we really had to 
bring our A game if we wanted to be invited back. 
 Evan found these venues, where they had less of a built-in audience and knew the 
reputation of the venue itself, to provide some pressure to play well that he did not 
experience in his local bars or house shows. He noted another consideration that put 
pressure on the band to perform well in new venues—ticket sales: 
… it was a financial thing a lot of times, because we would have to make these big 
drives to get to these venues, there was a lot of gas. It was a lot of time. 
Sometimes we had to miss school. We were promoting merch and that cost 
money. So a lot of it was stress about, if we go to this place where we don't have 
as much of an audience can we still play a kick ass show to make it worth it to get 
the ticket sales to be good enough, to get the merch sales good enough, and 
sometimes it was and sometimes it wasn’t … but that was what was kind of in the 





 Over time, Evan grew comfortable with larger audiences in general, and certain 
venues specifically. However, the reputation of the venue, driven by the bands it had 
booked in the past, continued to be a point of consideration for his appraisals. He found 
that when he had friends or family in the audience, he felt a sense of comfort that they 
would support him, but also a pressure to please those whose opinions he respected. He 
also found that when time and money came into the equation, he felt more pressure to 
perform well at the gig. 
Effect of Creative Ownership 
 While Evan did not consider himself to be a primary composer for Gryzzle’s 
music, he saw as much of a stake in creative ownership over the band for himself as for 
anyone else. This was largely due to the band’s democratic rehearsal and writing process; 
while individuals may have initially written music or lyrics, the group as a whole brought 
them to life: 
I wasn't like, sitting in Finale, being the one putting a lot of this stuff into 
Musescore or whatever. I did feel like it was as much like the band’s as it was 
Willis and Doug’s because, I mean, the realization process of their arrangements 
was such a compositional process in and of itself, they really evolved over time, 
you know what I mean? 
 However, in the early days before the band was writing music in this way, Evan 
felt very different. The first Gryzzle gigs felt “really more like I was playing somebody 
else’s music.” This manifested in less stressful performances for Evan in Gryzzle’s early 
days. “… Less of the creative artistic attachment was there, so it was less vulnerable.” 
Evan was not personally attached to the product of the music yet, and was more excited 
at the prospect of playing “a kick ass show.” 
 As Evan began to develop a closer relationship to the music itself, and began to 




experience a more complicated relationship with MPA. “Performing your own stuff is, it's 
more exhilarating, but it's also a little scarier at times.” Evan was confident that Gryzzle’s 
music was good, but expressed feelings doubts about its credibility. In speaking on this, 
Evan again mentioned the influence of other bands at the show:  
… is what we're making good enough to be on the stage playing the set? Especially 
if we were opening for bands and stuff, it's like “is this good enough to set up the 
band that we're opening for?” 
 Evan described a complex and evolving relationship of his perception of MPA 
that hinged on the intersection of creative ownership and crowds. In his early shows with 
Gryzzle, he felt little attachment to the music personally, and found comfort in the 
anonymity that came with being in a new band. These factors led to situations that were 
not “nerve racking at all really.” However, once Evan began to feel that the music was as 
much his as it was any of his band mates’, the crowd reaction became much more 
important. Soon he described a security in knowing that his “home crowd” would 
support the music. Bringing Gryzzle’s music to new audiences and venues, however, did 
not share that security: the anonymity was now a force for apprehension. “So I think 
mostly it was kind of … the anonymity was fine when I wasn't as invested. And then it 
was a little scarier when I was more invested.” 
 When the factor of the audience was removed from consideration, however, Evan 
considered his level of creative ownership over a given performance to be a direct sign 
that he would be less nervous. He described feeling prouder of informal jazz combo 
performances that included his own arrangements or compositions. He largely regarded 
improvisation as more comforting than written music—“there's kind of a, a lower stress 
for me in improvisation.” Evan described a particular instance that involved him starting 




It’s not what somebody else wrote and put on a page, it’s what I'm saying. So if 
it's bad, it's literally just a reflection of me. But I find comfort in that, you know, 
so it was nerve racking, but maybe not as nerve racking as like I've been nervous 
for, like, when I competed in a concerto competition like that, you know. 
 For Evan, creative ownership is gratifying; having agency and control over his 
performances, in both informal and formal contexts, felt “liberating." He considered 
creative ownership to have been a primary factor in Gryzzle’s motivation to rehearse and 
prepare. “Going back to wanting your original music to sound good for your own kind of 
artistic validation. You'll be motivated to work harder for that because it is more 
vulnerable to you.” Evan also generally considered performances that involved his 
arrangements, compositions, or improvisations to be less anxiety inducing than those 
where he was reading the written music of others. However, Evan noted a vulnerability 
that came with creative ownership, and found an interesting relationship between his 
perception of creative ownership and his interest in having a “familiar” crowd. When the 
crowd was foreign, and their reaction to the music less predictable, he considered 
performance situations to be potentially more anxiety inducing due to his stake in 
creative ownership. 
Informal Learning vs. Formal Learning 
 Evan described his learning situations in both school and Gryzzle as “symbiotic.” 
He was developing technical skills as an improviser, musician, player, and writer through 
his formal training. Simultaneously, he saw Gryzzle as a place where he could develop his 
confidence and comfort in performing. Combined, he felt the two learning environments 
worked together to benefit him: 
… Gryzzle and school were helping me learn how to be comfortable as a 
performer and helping each other. You know, I'll say that I think Gryzzle being 




in my confidence and comfort in performing than playing at school was, but they 
definitely both symbiotically helped us. So they grow.” 
 Evan also valued the control he held over how he learned in Gryzzle. He saw 
autonomy in the rehearsal structure of the band: “… you have all the agency over how 
you're going to rehearse, how you're going to do.” Evan found comfort in knowing that he 
could personally make the call to address something in rehearsal, and that his 
bandmates felt the same way. 
 Evan expressed doubts about how Gryzzle’s music was received at certain points 
in time; an experience he distinctly had not had in formal school music experiences. “I 
would never be on stage at Forbes just being like, ooh, is this, is this Thad Jones chart 
that we're playing in jazz ensemble, is this good, do people like this?” However, this 
translated into a greater potential sense of comfort for Evan in informal situations. When 
the crowd did respond well to his music, especially large crowds, his fears were quelled: 
 But when a lot of people came, when there's a substantial crowd, when people 
were really into it, that reassured me that what we were making was good, that 
level of comfort … a larger audience brings isn't really present in the Forbes 
center, or in any other school-sanctioned performance … 
 Evan saw greater rewards for positive reaction to informal music that he had 
written. Likewise, he felt that his informal experiences were more effectively developing 
his “confidence and comfort in performing than playing at school was.” Evan specifically 
noted the difference in the formal rehearsal process. “…whereas if you're in a large 
ensemble you don't have that agency just by design of the group.” However, Evan does 
not dismiss the importance of his formal training: his formal and informal experiences 
“symbiotically helped us.” Evan found his school jazz combos more to his liking in terms 
of rehearsal: “We can decide how we were going to alter the tune any, or whatever kind 




Evan’s experience, this may have been due more to the size of the group than the nature 
of the music. He also did not feel like there was much room for input or collaboration in 
his large jazz ensemble. 
 It was in his solo music making that Evan noticed a stark difference in formal 
music making. He remembers competing in concerto competitions and feeling an 
“obligation to kind of be true to what's on the page and, you know, really nail every note 
and every dynamic or whatever. And that causes me, and I think a lot of people, a lot of 
stress because, you know, there's a standard that you have to be held to.” Evan 
acknowledged this obligation as being an internal one: 
… the obligation came from me to vindicate myself. It was like, hey, man, if you're 
going to work this hard, if you're going to practice so much that you hate this 
piece of paper so much, you might as well get something out of it. 
 He described severe feelings of burnout after completing these intensive 
competition preparation periods. This also led to significant disappointment when the 
results of the competitions didn’t go his way. “I think that the competitions that I did go 
into and I lost, or I didn't place or whatever, which happened several times … it was 
motivating, but it was also like, ‘Fuck! … I did all that for nothing!’” Evan’s 
disappointment stemmed from wanting to “…see kind of the fruits of my labor manifest 
in a tangible way like they had already with, with Gryzzle …” In this case, Evan felt that 
the ‘fruits’ he was looking for were recognition—anything to show him he was “headed in 
the right direction with my practice or like the hours I was just like, painstakingly putting 
away on these concerti, that they were worth it.” 
 Evan cited feeling this way about formal music experiences in the presence of 
judges, specifically ones he did not know. In those cases, he was “representing more than 
just myself, I'm representing my peers, my institution, my teacher …” In his end-of-




to run the “paper and ink into the ground” on a piece. Evan also mentioned that, for the 
period of time in which he saw himself as becoming an orchestral or solo classical 
musician, “getting pretty good at that next hardest piece or whatever felt really good.” 
But when his focus moved more to jazz, he found “I was just having so much more fun. I 
just felt like I was connecting with people better. I felt like I was connecting with fellow 
musicians better.” Evan’s relationship to classical music competitions is more uncertain 
now that he has found a place in jazz: 
I still have a great appreciation for the trombone solo repertoire. I still have all 
the solos I played in college, I still play them every once in a while, but I'm not 
dying to play those. And if I never do a concerto competition or play a concerto 
again, I won't really be too bummed out about it, but I'm not saying I'm never 
gonna do it. 
Ability to Appropriate 
 Evan saw “rehearsal plus audience feedback” as a key to his ability to appraise a 
performance with appropriation. Hearing consistent feedback from Gryzzle concertgoers 
affirmed to him that the band was being received well and noticeably improving. 
Rehearsals also led to “getting more comfortable with the music and getting more 
comfortable with each other ...” Evan found that becoming closer with his bandmates in 
Gryzzle “really elevated” the music, “and as that happened, I was more confident in it.” 
He also saw his connected formal and informal learning environments as beneficial to 
the improvement of his confidence: 
… we are going through music school so we were literally learning things in 
school as we were going and incorporating them in our music. So, I mean, we 
were all becoming better improvisers, better players just fundamentally at our 




went on, I was getting more confident in my playing, my colleagues playing, our 
writing. 
 The two learning environments intertwined for Evan; what he improved on in 
school bolstered his confidence in Gryzzle. Gryzzle’s success simultaneously increased 
his confidence in school. The two formed a ladder which lifted Evan to the ability to 
appropriate: 
I think it in a very abstract way being in, in Gryzzle, and having my own thing 
made me more confident in my own playing. Generally speaking, it works both 
ways. Like, as I was getting better as a player at school, I was more constant in 
the playing I was doing with Gryzzle outside of school. As Gryzzle was gaining 
notoriety and you're becoming more of a real thing, and we had a reputation 
outside of JMU and people in Harrisonburg and throughout Virginia knew who 
we were and were excited to see us, it bolstered my confidence in what I was 
doing at school too. 
 Like Noah, Evan described the phenomenon of “the first note.” When Evan was 
approaching performance with feelings of anxiety, they lasted until he began playing. “I 
feel like the nerves never really go away until I actually start playing. Like, I need the first 
note to kind of come out the bell before I can calm down.” But in that moment, he feels 
the clarity to continue confidently. “I definitely think I was nervous up until I played kind 
of the first phrase and then I was like, ‘All right, I know where to go from here.’” In 
improvised situations, Evan found it helpful to think about his first idea. “I don't like 
planning a solo out of course. But, like, sometimes, I might think of like, ‘what's my first 
idea going to be?’ So, I can just kind of get the ball rolling and then the ideas come out.” 
He also explained his rationale for his confidence in improvised music: “ … you can't 




brain won’t devise something for you to play on your instrument that you can't 
technically play when you're improvising.”  
 In Gryzzle, Evan found security and confidence in audience feedback, along with 
his dual experiences growing in formal and informal learning environments. His growing 
relationship with his band mates and his increasing perception of creative ownership of 
Gryzzle’s music also played a part in his confidence. Likewise, Evan found the connection 
between musicians in jazz performances to be helpful and enjoyable. The audience 
makeup was important to Evan in situations where his personal friends and family were 
present. Larger audience sizes also had an effect on Evan’s appraisal of performances; he 
felt a more intense sense of relief and comfort from larger numbers of people showing up 
for his music, though he acknowledged that there could be an initial shock from audience 
size. The reputation, and previous performers, of a given venue informed his appraisal of 
a performance. He felt most confident in situations where he had autonomy and agency 
over the music and the rehearsal process, and considered improvised music to be less 
stressful than written music; though in certain cases, the difference was not a wide 
margin. 
Vignette 3: Doug 
We definitely thought it [the first Gryzzle show] was a bigger deal than it was, 
but I don't think that's necessarily a bad thing. Like so many great moments in 
life are great because you make them a bigger deal … I don't know, I felt the 
same way about this where it was like, look back and there's a bunch of house 
shows and maybe people there are all drunk and not super… they’re not 
meticulously looking at your performance and being, like, “Amazing, well done, 
sir” or whatever, but that was so exciting to play music and have people, I guess 





 Doug began taking private classical piano and composition lessons early in life. 
His entry into choral music was through his church, where he performed in the 
children’s choir and the Christmas musical. In middle school, Doug joined band and 
began studying jazz. He continued participating in school bands and choirs through high 
school, and went on to pursue a degree in music education with piano being his primary 
instrument. While in college, Doug studied voice, classical piano, and jazz piano. While 
he studied classical piano, he did not feel that it was “necessarily the majority of my 
performance experience because I was doing large jazz ensemble, and also the combos as 
well.” He also participated in several contemporary bands and played extra-curricular 
jazz combo gigs throughout college. 
Effect of Venue and Crowd 
 Doug’s early experiences with Gryzzle, performing in the basement shows where 
they started, were exciting. He found an “honesty” in the audience feedback that was 
fulfilling to him. “ … they wanted to hear people that were just doing whatever they 
wanted and that was what we were doing at that point. So that was really exciting.” Doug 
recalled feedback from those early audience members as being very “face value”; they 
didn’t need to come up to him and tell him they thought Gryzzle was “the best thing I’ve 
ever heard.” He enjoyed the atmosphere of excitement around people doing their own 
thing. 
 As Gryzzle moved on to playing larger restaurant and bar venues, Doug felt an 
important change in the sensation of playing: 
You can tell, like, different bars or restaurants we played at I think we would be 
more … I don't want to say nervous cause it's like, again, it's more just like 
excitement … I think when we were at a restaurant that had a really nice sound 
system, and maybe they have a sound engineer there and, and, maybe they have 




 Doug noticed the degree to which a venue was built for music making, and found 
it affected his level of excitement. In certain bars Doug felt that “that was literally the last 
thing they thought of was, like, ‘Oh, it's Friday like, let's get a music act.’ And they have 
one microphone and a really old PA system and you know … that’s not what they usually 
use the space for.” Doug compared these spaces to a concert hall, an example he used for 
a venue exclusively for music making: “ that's literally what it's for.” When Gryzzle 
played Floyd Fest, this assessment of venues remained true for Doug. “ … it was cool to 
be in a place where it was so clear that everything there was built around the idea of 
music making and listening.” 
I mean, that was peak excitement in terms of, we knew that even though the 
people there might be more interested in different music like, they're there to 
listen to music and this place is literally just all built for music making and ... And 
as a contrast to the concert hall, like very specifically developed for socialization 
too. And interaction throughout the day, and the performances … I think those 
facts combined just made a really exciting and, you know, bigger crowds I think 
helps too, but that was peak excitement in terms of performance, I think. 
 While Doug valued the intent of the space in which he performed, he also alluded 
to crowd size being a factor in his excitement as well as the informal nature of an 
audience (“specifically developed for socialization too.”). Another aspect of venues and 
crowds that Doug considered in his appraisals of performances was other bands that 
were performing. He described feeling that if Gryzzle was opening for a “better or … 
more popular band” he was more likely to anticipate a lesser audience reaction. In these 
instances, Doug felt a need to adopt more “professionalism” during the performance 
than he might otherwise need: 
…it would be like, “Man, like these people are paying money, they're not even 




know, “Hey, they might really not dig this,” like we would open for like, a country 
act or something like that and it would be like, okay, these are not our core group 
of people that like us … we gotta be a little more professional, I guess a little more 
buttoned up. 
 This feeling extended even to unfamiliar crowds; Doug said that even if Gryzzle 
were playing out of town he felt more conscious of the clothes he wore and how engaging 
the set was. With hometown sets, Doug felt that Gryzzle could be a little more self-
indulgent. This comfort was shaken by less familiar audiences, and could be shaped by 
the context of the gig’s headliner. 
 Doug valued informal audience feedback for its honesty, and enjoyed the 
socialization aspect of informal venues. He assessed the degree to which a venue was 
designed for music making, and found it more exciting to play in places designed 
specifically for bands to play in. Larger audience sizes increased this sense of excitement. 
Doug considered other bands performing at gigs, especially ones Gryzzle was opening 
for, in how he conducted himself on stage—even to the extent of what clothes he would 
wear. He also considered the familiarity of the audience, particularly in out-of-town gigs. 
Effect of Creative Ownership 
 Doug felt that anytime he got to perform music he had written, especially if it was 
with other people who “really get what I was intending,” was particularly fulfilling. He 
also found that in the context of Gryzzle, the creative ownership over the music 
generated a drive to prepare it.: 
I feel like they were some of the most efficient rehearsals I ever had, because we 
love to run our songs, we love playing them and, you know, that would not be the 
greatest use of time, but we're all hanging out together at midnight on a Tuesday. 




rehearsing stuff, I, I feel like because we were also involved in all of the processes, 
we all knew everything. 
 This extensive rehearsal process created a connection between bandmates that 
Doug described as “mind reading.” This created situations where Doug felt Gryzzle could 
adapt to performances on the fly, which resulted in a duality between spontaneity and 
preparation. 
 While Doug was a major contributor to Gryzzle in terms of writing and arranging, 
he rarely felt that a tune he had exclusively written himself would land well with 
audiences: 
If a tune that came into my head, and I did every pretty much every single step, 
and Willis wrote the lyrics, but that was it. Then those, those tunes were not 
good. Or, I mean, I don't know, in my opinion they weren't good. 
 Rather, Doug felt it was necessary for the band to collaboratively write music. 
These tunes, where there was a “really good authentic process of working together,” were 
the ones Doug really loved. He cited “Don Juan,” a track from their album, as being his 
favorite song because of this authentic writing process. Another tune, “Daybreak,” stood 
out to him: 
Willis was putting a really solid idea out there and then Evan was playing the 
trombone solo on it and those two things met really well. And everything around 
it, like, you know, the drumming and my arranging and everything had to work 
around those things … I don't know about ownership, but the ones that I felt like 
worked the best was when there was some connection like that between the two 
members, and then there was something else like going around, orbiting it. 
 Doug saw these kinds of tunes, the ones where multiple members of Gryzzle had 
a creative stake, as the ones that felt most successful in connecting with audiences. He 




in the motivation to prepare and rehearse, which in turn led to the ability of the band 
mates to “read each others’ minds” and achieve the desired mix of spontaneity and 
preparation. Because everyone in the band was so integrally invested in the process, each 
member “knew everything” about the music, which elevated the performance level.  
Informal Learning vs. Formal Learning 
 Doug saw Gryzzle’s rehearsal process as being distinct from his formal school 
rehearsals. Everyone in the band was excited about the process; no one was “checking 
the clock.” He felt a sense of urgency in Gryzzle rehearsals to “get as much done as 
possible” that did not exist in Doug’s formal rehearsal experience. Doug did, however, 
feel that formal jazz ensembles shared a bit of this experience; the urgency and 
investment of the group was similar to Gryzzle for him. This was, Doug believed, in part 
due to the size of the group (he saw smaller musical groups as being able to achieve this 
environment more easily). Doug saw the same “mind reading” in jazz groups he played 
with: “you sort of hear things before they happen, or you hear something that somebody 
else is going to play before they play it and then it matches up.” Doug alluded to the 
importance of both spontaneity and preparation in jazz contexts as well: “the mind 
reading moments don't happen unless you've spent a lot of time, like, studying 
conventions of like, the genre you're playing.” 
 Jazz also gave students opportunities to “show their own personalities” through 
solos. Doug felt that even the crowd interaction was similar between jazz performances 
and Gryzzle shows: “[The director] does a little bit of crowd work with the audience. And 
so I feel like that's maybe as close as you can get in some ways to, um, I don't know, that 
interaction of a house show …” Doug felt that it was “frustrating” not to be able to 
respond to classical performances in the same way: 
… you watch, somebody do a crazy concerto and they just do something on the 




would probably just be like, “Oh, my God. Like, what like, that was amazing!” But 
it isn’t, you're kind of forced to not saying anything and you're not even supposed 
to talk to the person next to you about it. 
 Doug also saw a sense of opportunity in Gryzzle shows and jazz concerts that was 
absent from his classical experience. The informal and improvisational contexts gave 
those shows unbounded potential; anything could happen with someone’s solo that took 
a performance through the roof. In classical contexts, however, the ceiling was set: Doug 
only saw the potential for mistakes to detract from the pinnacle of a scripted 
performance: 
It was like one of them, it’s what could happen in a positive way and the other one 
was what could happen in a negative way. And I think it's maybe because of the 
spaces, it’s also probably because of the kind of music, because I knew that there 
was going to be improvisation and maybe there's a base level of how it can be, but 
if the improvisation is really cool, it could be up here. Whereas I already know 
that in a choir concert, like, this is a perfect choir concert and all you can do from 
there is mess up. 
 Doug felt that his relationship to classical piano was affected by the differences he 
saw between jazz and classical musics. “I honestly was like pretty cynical about classical 
piano and its value as I was going through college, just because I never really enjoyed it 
that much compared to a lot of other things I was doing.” He felt that “no matter how 
much time I put into it … it was only going to be as meaningful to me as my teacher made 
it be. It just didn't feel inherently like something I wanted to devote a bunch of my time 
and energy to.” He felt that playing standard classical repertoire was “discouraging”:  
… playing any Beethoven sonata was just like, you know, a million people have 
played this and, you know, a bunch of them were probably way better than me. 




 Conversely, Doug gained “a lot of new energy” when playing classical piano pieces 
“that hadn’t been played to death already.” With help from his teacher, he selected pieces 
for his recital that he felt met that criteria. In this, he felt some creative ownership over 
his recital: 
I got to pick the order and do like segues between songs and stuff like that. So, I 
don't know—just to have had a little more individuality in some of the music, and 
also the structure of it was a big motivation for me. 
 Gaining a level of autonomy in classical music provided Doug both energy and 
motivation to prepare and perform it. Another motivating factor was the fear of failure: 
“I thought that it was really easy to fail the recitals … that was part of the motivation. I 
don't want to have such a terrible recital that I have to come back another semester.” In 
hindsight, Doug mused that he was probably not in much danger of failing the recital. 
However, the fear of failure was still a motivator. 
Ability to Appropriate 
 Generally, Doug did not describe a high degree of anxiety in performance 
situations. He was more concerned with the excitement level of a performance than in 
decreasing the severity of his nerves. Doug felt most positively about performances with 
a mix of spontaneity and preparation, as well as performances that involved his own 
music. He enjoyed the feeling of preparing for performances where the odds were against 
Gryzzle: 
I don’t work out, but apparently you try to just push yourself barely over the edge 
and do a little more than you think you can. And that's how you kind of reach the 
next level. So that’s kind of how we felt, was like, "Man, we probably should have, 
like, left 3 weeks for rehearsal, but we only have 2 weeks."And so I don’t … it was 
a confidence thing. We felt like we were betting on ourselves and we wanted to 




kind of like little chip on your shoulder of, we’re really going to kick ass for this 
time being. 
 In this way, Doug felt that a schedule where Gryzzle felt they had had barely 
enough time to prepare elevated the band “to the next level.” These were opportunities 
for Doug to “bet on himself” and prove his confidence. When Gryzzle had too much time 
to prepare, Doug felt this sensation slip away. In over-rehearsing, Doug saw the 
spontaneity give way to scripted events within the performance. He lost his “mind-
reading” connection with his band mates when the room for surprises had been 
effectively “worked out” by rehearsal time. 
 Generally, Doug saw honest audience feedback, familiar audiences of a relatively 
large size, and venues specifically designed for music making as ideal. While Doug did 
not implicitly state that the nature or presence of other band made him nervous, they 
certainly affected the manner in which he approached a performance. This consideration 
applied to unfamiliar audiences as well, like ones Gryzzle played for outside of their 
hometown. Doug felt that it was essential for multiple members of the band to have a 
role in the songwriting and rehearsing process, and most enjoyed songs in which several 
members held a creative stake. The connection between performers onstage, which he 
described as “mind reading,” injected a needed security for an appropriate amount of 
spontaneity to occur. However, over-familiarity with the music led to a decrease in the 
potential for that spontaneity. This is not to say Doug did not value preparation: he 
found it essential to the process of appropriation, and the motivation to prepare was 
amplified by the excitement and enjoyment of working on one’s own music. But to Doug, 
there was a threshold beyond which he found diminishing returns in rehearsal.  
Vignette 4: Willis 
I rap … and perform by myself.  I think having those other gigs gave me that 




can just go rap and not feel weird about it. Yeah, I would say those experiences 
fronting a band gave me that comfort level to do the other stuff. 
Background 
 Willis started their music career in their public school’s string program playing 
the bass. Throughout high school, Willis performed in their school’s orchestra and jazz 
band; “but that wasn't really my thing. It was just that I had to do orchestra and, I don't 
know … I wanted to go to school for music, so I knew I had to play bass well.” Willis also 
started their first serious extracurricular band in high school, in which they wrote songs 
and rapped. In college, Willis majored in jazz performance playing the bass and helped 
start Gryzzle. Toward the end of Gryzzle’s roughly two years together, Willis began a solo 
act that they still perform. 
Effect of Venue and Crowd 
 Willis saw house shows as providing a welcoming environment for Gryzzle’s 
earliest gigs. Knowing that audiences weren’t paying for it, and that “people were going 
just to have fun for the night” took the pressure off of Willis. “This isn’t a high pressure 
audience in that they're not going to know if we mess up. This is all new. Also, they 
probably won't care!” Willis also saw the community of concertgoers that regularly 
attended house shows, Harrisonburg’s punk and DIY scene, as being a consistent 
audience that helped Gryzzle move from basement shows to venues. “The Pony was run 
by a punk that used to live in one of those show houses, and I think that the pressure 
didn't change that much because our audience was the same.” However, even long after 
Gryzzle had an established presence performing in above ground restaurants and bars, 
Willis saw a value in house shows: 
I think we expanded beyond house shows, but we still kept them in the list of 




college-aged band, you're playing for people your age that are going to have fun. 
So you have fun too. 
 Willis felt intrinsically connected to the audience reception. They described the 
importance of giving and receiving energy, between a band and an audience, to the 
feeling of a performance—something Willis called “energy transfer”: 
… one tour we played in Baltimore and no one was there. Just the sound person 
and the opening act. And we were so bummed at first, we were like “this is going 
to be horrible.” But then one person came in the room, and after every song was 
like, “Woah, I love that so much!” and the sound person was really stoked and we 
were putting off a ton of energy because there was just a tiny bit coming back. 
 Willis felt a motivation to perform well from audience feedback; even if the 
audience was an individual (though this was an extreme example). They described being 
able to see and hear how much people enjoyed their music as “my favorite thing.” 
However, Willis recalled that gigs did not always have that kind of audience energy: 
… we go up to Connecticut and … play a show opening for this band that we love, 
and no one's there for either of us. Like, I had two friends come in and they 
watched it and they loved it. But they weren't actively responsive during it. And 
then the pressure goes away from pleasing the audience and it's just making sure 
that everyone in the group is listening to each other and having fun, because if we 
still play a good set, we're going to have a good time. 
 In moments where Willis was unable to get a sense of energy from the audience 
feedback, they relied on their fellow bandmates. Willis felt that if that inter-band energy 
transfer was going to happen, it was important that “the band has to love it if the show's 
not going to go well.” Willis felt that this lack of audience feedback had hit them 




I've got a couple of gigs booked, and I'm like “Holy shit what am I going to do?” I 
don't want to just rap by myself in my basement alone to some people on the 
Internet, that I don't know how it will be received and there is no feedback. 
 Willis described some regular online gigs they had been performing with their 
roommates, and saw that the only option for any energy transfer was between the 
performers. “… some of the sets are good and sometimes afterwards we're like ‘holy shit, 
this is so exhausting.’ Like we don't, we're, we're only feeding off of each other.” Willis 
found Internet shows, specifically ones in which they had no other performers with 
them, intimidating. “… the Internet's a scary place, and I don't want someone to be mean 
to me.” This feeling did not extend, even with solo performances, to live venues. “There is 
a level of professionalism that, you know, comes with playing in front of people in a 
venue, even if it's a house that I am comfortable with and can veil whatever I'm feeling 
with.” 
 Willis found the audience to be an essential part of their performance experience, 
and felt less comfortable in setting where audience feedback was less sure to be positive 
(like out-of-town gigs or shows for crowds that weren’t Gryzzle’s core demographic). 
Willis expressed feelings of significant anxiety about shows on the internet, where there 
was no physical audience present for them to feed off of or get feedback from. Willis 
described house shows as having an environment they felt comfortable in, even with an 
unfamiliar audience; the point of those gigs was always simply to have fun. Willis also 
found pleasure in gigs Gryzzle played at more established venues. “There’s something 
that happens right away when you can hear yourself in a monitor and you're not blowing 
your lungs out … Those … always felt more professional, for lack of a better word, 
because it sounded good.” 




 Within Gryzzle, Willis saw creative ownership as a contributing factor in their 
ability to appraise performances with appropriation: 
The pressure isn't there, because I am really voluntarily doing this. Not that 
you're not voluntarily doing this stuff in school, but I picked this music. This is a 
labor of love for me in that I wrote this with the intention of people hearing it and 
it is uniquely mine … 
 Willis saw that as the members of Gryzzle connected more deeply to the music, 
they began to take the project more seriously. They saw the band’s drive to rehearse 
more, and to take gigs more seriously. While this drive came from an increased 
connection to the music, Willis thought that knowing that audiences would respond 
positively played an important role as well. While Willis felt less anxious within the 
context of Gryzzle, they acknowledged that there was an additional wrinkle that came 
with being the lyricist and front person: 
I think the comfort with Gryzzle that was hard to get was that it was really 
vulnerable music. And so the fact that it was like, okay, here's this song where I 
talk about how much I hate myself for seven minutes and everyone's going to 
hear that … I’m used to people afterwards being, like, “so are you, okay?” and I 
think that was the first thing where I was like, okay, it's not the performance 
anxiety that's getting me, it’s a vulnerability that I have to get, which has nothing 
to do for me with being in front of people, because I … love that. It's that I’m 
telling people some stuff about myself. 
 For Willis, this vulnerability did not modulate into apprehension in the context of 
Gryzzle. However, they described their solo project as being a different matter. “… it’s 
easier to, to take yourself out of a set when you're doing it with a group.” Willis told me 
about a tour their solo project had taken prior to the pandemic; four other musicians 




terms of quality and energy. Having people on stage with them felt like “a weight is lifted. 
There's, there's this like, synergy thing going on.” They described these shows as “better 
and easier” for having had other musicians on stage.  
 Beyond the musicality, Willis felt a different stake in solo shows through their 
sense of self worth and identity: 
Gryzzle is going to be what Gryzzle is and I'm going to have fun doing it. And, you 
know, whatever the product is is some synergy thing that we have all collectively 
made together and it doesn't reflect directly on me … But it was easier to be 
proud of because, you know, it was something we had all put together. And with 
my [solo] project, it's a lot harder because I feel like everything that I get back, or 
don't, you know, in a performance or in, you know, releasing music or reaching 
out to, labels and blogs and everything, I feel like that reflects … However 
something performs, or my personal project performs, how I perform reflects on, 
you know, my own self-worth. Definitely, I would say for better for worse, but 
definitely for worse. Like, that's not a good thing. 
 Willis saw all the pressure as being on them in solo contexts. They found it 
difficult to self-evaluate the value of their solo music: “how am I, on my own, supposed 
to be the judge of if what I'm doing is good?” They also felt an increased vulnerability 
from lyrical content in the solo project, which now had more anxiety inducing stakes: 
And then the other facet of that is just that, like, I'm non-binary and that was at a 
point in coming out that I did that set last year that like, I got to do this set for the 
first time where I just got to introduce myself in a way that I haven't been able to 
before. And I got to, through songs, you know, to tell people who I am and how I 
am and like, exactly what I wanted to say … I have a full project that'll be out by 




oh, yeah, I get to talk about these tunes and what they mean to me, and be really 
vulnerable. And I'm anxious as hell about that. 
 The combination of the absence of other performers to feed off of, the new 
absence of audiences to gain feedback from in digital performance contexts, and the 
intrinsic sense of identity in Willis’s music has resulted in a building feeling of anxiety 
around performing during the pandemic.  
Informal Learning vs. Formal Learning 
 In Gryzzle, Willis described the importance of peer learning, democratic 
rehearsals and song writing processes, and the aural listening-based nature of 
performances that relied on an intimate knowledge of the music. They also found Gryzzle 
to have been an impetus for cultural learning: 
We're playing music that is not culturally specific to us as white people, you 
know. I learned so much about myself in that first, gig of, like, oh, yeah, I'm 
rapping and I'm white and there's a sensitivity that I don't bring to that that I 
need. That I since have, and have read and listened and had conversations about 
it. 
 Willis saw a stark difference in their experiences learning and performing 
informally compared to their formal school ones. They described orchestra as “not my 
thing.” This difference was in part due to the pressure to play well that came with formal 
ensembles: 
I felt like there was pressure to play well, rather than to enjoy anything, and that 
ruins it for me. I know that I'll play well if I'm enjoying myself, but if I'm trying to 
play well, I probably won't enjoy myself or play well. 
 Even in jazz ensemble, which Willis loved, this pressure to play well altered their 
experience: “I was just worried I was going to do something wrong with the whole time.” 




for people that are having fun and maybe singing along like, it's not about getting every 
note right. And you probably will, because you're having fun!” This pressure to not make 
mistakes drew Willis’ attention from the audiences in formal settings. “I'm never 
thinking about the audience. I’m just thinking, 'oh God, am I gonna play something 
wrong in the next measure?’” This disconnect from the audience removed Willis’ ability 
to feed off of the energy transfer from concertgoers: 
… there’s so much like organic energy transfer or whatever you want to call it that 
comes from audiences, even if it's just one person and a band, in a way that 
doesn't happen if you're going to play three movements and no one's going to 
clap until the end and then you're like, “thank God it's over.” 
 Willis pointed out that this disconnect in formal spaces was not because they 
didn’t enjoy classical music: 
I don't know that it's necessarily a music appreciation thing that that makes them 
differ, because you can still groove in orchestral music like … you can still, like, 
you know, feel the time, which is so important for me. I think it's just that the 
group synergy, or whatever, the amalgamation of everyone, having fun is way 
harder to have in a huge ensemble where we're all paying attention to the person 
in the front. 
 Willis did make one exception to their formal music experiences: playing in 
musical pit orchestras: 
… there was pressure to play the right notes but the audience was going to 
respond immediately to everything happening on the stage. And it kind of felt like 
we were getting that too. And the actors are responding immediately to it. 
 Willis’ experiences in formal music training differed drastically from how they 
felt during Gryzzle shows and rehearsals. A recurring theme behind this perception was 




and of making mistakes. “Who's the band leader, you know, and am I working extra hard 
to just play for them? Am I working to play for myself? The audience and them?” 
Ability to Appropriate 
 Willis found audience feedback essential to their ability to appropriate, and 
considered performances where audience feedback was more likely to be positive as less 
anxiety inducing. Willis also found that having band mates on stage with them eased 
pressure from the performance, by giving them other musicians to work with and feed 
off of. This energy transfer between bandmates was able, in some situations, to replace 
the energy transfer with the audience and create an appraisal of appropriation. Willis 
briefly mentioned that the production value of a venue, in which they felt an increased 
sense of professionalism and a security in knowing they would sound good, as a positive 
factor. Willis also described the idea of developing confidence in their own skills as 
having been essential to taking the leap into performing solo: “… I was really working on 
my craft, I guess would be the right word of, like, I'm flexing that muscle of song 
writing.” Working on their craft culminated in music that “really spoke to me and that I 
was really proud of,” which also gave Willis the confidence to pursue solo performances. 
 Another factor Willis mentioned was the presence of a guitar with them on stage. 
While discussing the building anxiety of performing solo for Internet audiences, Willis 
said that if they were to do a set with a guitar they would “automatically have another 
level of comfort.” They continued, “I can go on Facebook Live in 10 minutes and just play 
guitar for an hour and not feel bad about it at all. Even if it were all tunes that I wrote.” 
Willis saw a guitar as a comfort object; something that would take their mind off of “me 
just thinking about what I'm doing” and directing more focus towards self-
accompanying. 
 While creative ownership made it easier for Willis to be proud of music they 




exasperated by the growing symbiotic relationship between Willis’s music and their 
identity. The reception to Willis’s music became a direct reflection of their own sense of 
self worth. In situations where audience feedback was less guaranteed, or nonexistent 
(such as the necessary internet gigs during the pandemic), anxiety was increased. 
Summary 
 Members of Gryzzle typically did not describe their performance experiences with 
the band as anxiety inducing, but they did identify several factors that they considered 
and that affected their perceptions and appraisals of performances. The physical venues 
they performed in, the audience size, the makeup of who was in the audience, the 
attached financial factor of the performance, the audience reception, interpersonal 
relationships between bandmates, the creative ownership over the music they 
performed, and motivation to prepare for performances all played a part in how Gryzzle 
perceived and appraised performance situations. Members of Gryzzle felt that the degree 
to which their informal learning and performance experiences were dissimilar to their 
formal school music settings related directly to the genre of the formal ensemble or 
performance. While they saw differences between informal and formal settings, they felt 
that certain formal genres “bridged the gap” between formal and informal—namely jazz 






Discussion and Implications 
 In this study, I explored formally trained musicians’ perceptions of performance 
anxiety in informal performance contexts. Picard’s (1999) Theoretical Model of 
Appropriation provided the framework for this study. I employed a phenomenological 
research methodology with former members of the popular music band Gryzzle. While 
members of the band, participants were also full-time music students at James Madison 
University. I explored each participant’s experiences with perceptions of MPA in 
informal settings through four individual vignettes. The following discussion provides a 
cross analysis and comparison (Seidman, 2006) of participants’ experiences. This 
discussion was guided by, and provided insight into, the research questions for this 
study: 
 1. How do musicians who participate in informal music making describe their 
experiences with performance anxiety in informal spaces? 
 2. How did these experiences inform participants’ broader understanding of 
performance anxiety and relationship with performance anxiety? 
 3. To what extent do performance settings and stakes influence the perceived 
severity of participants’ performance anxiety? 
Question 1: Informal Spaces 
 Participants in this study were reticent to describe their experiences with Gryzzle 
as anxiety-inducing at all. They far more often described performances as “exciting.” 
Findings did reveal that, whether participants were describing factors that affected their 
level of anxiety or their level of excitement regarding a Gryzzle gig, their experiences fell 
into two primary themes: situational and personal. Several contributing factors 
contributed to these themes: situational factors included the physical venues they 




financial factor of the performance, and the audience reception. Personal factors for 
members of Gryzzle included interpersonal relationships between bandmates, creative 
ownership over the music they performed, and motivation to prepare for performances.   
 Each of these factors had applicable conditions. To the participants, audience 
reception and, in some cases, the connection between musicians on stage, were the 
primary factors in assessing a performance with appropriation in the moment. However, 
their performance experiences were still ultimately affected by audience makeup and the 
physical venues themselves. Preparation, on the other hand, was conditional to the stake 
participants had in their creative ownership over the music they played (which was, in 
turn, often contingent upon the strong interpersonal relationships they shared as friends 
and bandmates). The fact that this informal music was theirs led to a strong interest in 
preparing, and ultimately resulted in an intimate familiarity with the music itself.  
 While this model applied to all participants, each had a larger personal 
investment in one or two factors. Noah primarily considered the makeup of the audience 
when appraising a performance, and specifically considered the presence of other jazz 
musicians he respected; Willis was primarily concerned with the audience response and 
their own creative lyrical content. Doug felt most confident performing democratically-
composed music in which the band’s interpersonal relationships had created music to 
which they equally shared creative ownership, while Evan had a complex relationship 
between creative ownership and audience makeup. Each participant placed a high value 
on the connection between performers on stage, which many referred to as “mind 
reading.” Both Evan and Noah also described a phenomenon of the first note of a 
performance, in which pre-show nerves would persist until they had actually begun 
playing, at which point they eased. The process with which any given musician appraised 




identities, but many commonalities existed in how and what the musicians considered 
during their experiences. 
 One participant, Willis, brought a separate perspective on their experiences with 
MPA—that of performing as a solo act. Willis’ experiences creating, performing, and 
finding validation for their own music proved to be anxiety inducing. This was magnified 
by the audience-less digital performance environments necessitated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Willis described performing alone as being significantly more anxiety 
inducing than performing with band mates, both personally and musically. Ryan and 
Andrews (2009) similarly found that semi-professional choristers considered 
performing solo to be more anxiety inducing than performing with a group. 
 An unexpected theme that arose during initial interviewing was the financial 
pressures that informal musicians face in order to create and perform their own music. 
Multiple participants described performing shows for which audiences had bought 
tickets as feeling different, often manifesting in them wanting to be more professional on 
stage. I further explored the financial aspects of informal music making in follow up 
interviews. While it became clear participants felt that finances were a significant 
element of the informal music making experience, my analysis did not reveal a direct 
impact on perceptions of performance anxiety.  
Question 2: Broader Understanding 
 Participants had strong feelings about their experiences with MPA and music 
making and learning in formal contexts that were informed by their informal 
experiences. Evan, Doug, and Willis each cited some degree of dissatisfaction with 
formal music’s audience etiquette. While Noah said that he preferred the more tangible 
interaction between musician and audience of an informal music setting, he also felt he 
had learned to notice and appreciate the audience feedback in formal settings. Other 




formal music making spaces—particularly classical ones—but also found it to be 
uninteresting at best and frustrating at worst (from the perspectives of both performer 
and audience member). 
 Multiple participants also described a feeling of anxiety in formal classical music 
related to the scripted nature of the music. Doug contrasted the feeling with music that 
contained improvised elements: “In [improvised music], it’s what could happen in a 
positive way and [formal music] was what could happen in a negative way.” Doug saw 
improvisation as providing a potential for the performance that could not be defined. 
This was exciting; a performance could reach a totally new level based on what happened 
during an improvised solo. However, in classical music, Doug felt the pinnacle of the 
performance’s potential was well defined, with no room for spontaneous improvement. 
In classical music, this led Doug to feel like the only way a performance could go was 
down if anyone made mistakes on stage. Willis described a similar experience: they were 
preoccupied primarily with the fear of not making mistakes, to the degree that they were 
“never thinking about the audience.” When preparing concertos for competitions, Evan 
felt an “obligation to…really nail every note, every dynamic,” which caused him stress 
and subsequent feelings of burnout. This concept of pressure from scripted music only 
produced any semblance of anxiety in the context of Gryzzle in one instance: Noah 
described his earliest gigs with Gryzzle as feeling like he needed to do justice to the music 
his bandmates had composed. However, once Noah developed his own sense of creative 
ownership through democratic group composing, improvisation, and interpersonal 
relationships with the other members of Gryzzle, this pressure ceased to affect him. 
 Ryan and Andrews (2009) found that semi-professional choristers considered 
the ensemble director to be a primary factor in their experience of performance anxiety. 
Noah found that, in his experience, an ensemble director’s nerves prior to a performance 




impossible to ignore. Willis also considered who the musical leader was in any given 
context. Often, Willis felt a fear of being “called out” for making mistakes. However, they 
also described performances in musical pit orchestras in which the music leader was not 
an anxiety inducing figure. This feeling did not translate to Gryzzle’s democratic, leader-
less format. Researchers have found similar results regarding the absence of teacher-
related pressure in informal learning contexts (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011). 
 Picard (1999) found that musicians’ own perception of their musical ability was a 
key “personal” factor in appraising performances. Participants of this study noted that 
their informal music making experiences in Gryzzle worked in tandem with their school 
music training to develop their technical musical skills. Evan found a symbiotic nature 
between his school experiences and Gryzzle experiences, with each helping him become 
a better and more confident performer. This is in line with Jones’ (2015) assertion that 
informal music learning experiences can supplement formal music training. Willis 
developed a confidence in songwriting through two semesters of college courses on the 
topic which inspired them to start a solo project. Doug’s valuation of both preparation 
and spontaneity in performances was, in his opinion, reliant on “studying the 
conventions” of a genre. In jazz performances, Doug felt that his connection to other 
performers, or “mind reading moments,” necessitated that everyone on stage had a 
strong foundational understanding of the conventions of jazz music. Noah found 
practical feedback, peer learning, and the absence of grades in informal contexts to be 
beneficial to the development of the compositional skills he was working on in the 
classroom. For participants, Gryzzle supplemented and augmented their schoolwork and 
resulted in more highly developed senses of technical mastery of their instruments, 
creative skills, and perceptions of musical ability.  
 In this study, I was particularly curious about the potential for informal 




showed that participants felt very different about MPA in different formal contexts, 
primarily based on genre. Participants considered formal jazz performances to most 
closely resemble informal music making, thanks to improvisation and less strict 
audience reactions. Willis noted that they considered musical pit orchestras to be similar 
as well. Though there was not necessarily room for improvisation in those environments, 
Willis saw audience interaction and connection between performers (both in pit and on 
stage) and the music leader to feel closer to an informal setting than a formal one. 
Ultimately, findings did not support any relationship between participants’ experiences 
with Gryzzle and the perceptions they held for these different formal environments. 
While participants may have developed a broader understanding of their perceptions 
and experiences with MPA in formal settings through their time with Gryzzle, any skills 
or experiences they developed while performing with the band did not seem to have 
affected their perceptions of MPA in formal music experiences. This may be due to the 
institutionally different ways that audiences respond to informal and formal 
performances. Gryzzle’s appraisals of performances hinged largely upon positive 
audience engagement and response. Participants felt that this level of audience feedback 
was less common or tangible in formal music making situations, particularly ones in the 
classical genre. Their perspectives may have also stemmed from the lack of creative 
ownership over music in formal music making environments. Participants described the 
excitement about their own music as being a primary motivating factor to prepare for 
Gryzzle performances. Certain participants also described the communal sense of 
motivation—knowing that everyone in the band was on the same page in terms of 
dedication to prepare—as being a key difference from formal ensembles. In formal 
contexts where participants did feel a sense of autonomy or ownership, the motivation to 
prepare appeared. This was most commonly mentioned in reference to a senior recital or 




Question 3: Settings and Stakes 
 Participants considered physical venues primarily as a function of the audience. 
In basement shows, interviewees considered their audiences as likely to be receptive and 
positive, even if the show were not to go as well as hoped. This was particularly 
comforting in Gryzzle’s early days together as a band. Bars and restaurants were more 
likely to involve ticket sales. While this did not necessarily affect participants’ 
perceptions of MPA, it did cause consideration for their performance—typically 
described as a desire to be more professional on stage. Within these ticketed shows, 
Gryzzle was often an opener for another group (occasionally one more popular than 
them). In these cases, participants considered that the audience may not have been at 
the performance specifically to see them, but rather the headliner or another band on the 
bill. As a result, they were more likely to consider the other band performing. If the 
headliner was a group that played significantly different music from Gryzzle (for 
example, Doug recalled opening for a country act), participants were less likely to expect 
positive feedback from the audience. In these cases, multiple participants felt that they 
were able to replace the audience feedback with the connection between them and their 
band mates while appraising the performance. This function eased potential nerves and 
maintained participants’ ability to appraise with appropriation. Likewise, participants 
considered the geographical location of a venue as an indicator for audience reception. 
When playing out of town, having a familiar and friendly audience was far less likely. 
While participants again described feeling pressure to be more professional in these 
situations, they still considered their ability to feed off of each other, rather than the 
audience, intact.  
 Willis described a unique venue to the time of this study: digital synchronous 
streamed performances. These performances, which had no physical audience and 




for Willis. In cases where they were performing with bandmates, Willis occasionally felt 
that having only each other to feed off of was “exhausting.” In situations where Willis 
was performing solo, these digital environments had the potential to be highly anxiety 
inducing.  
 Participants also considered technical aspects of the venues in which they 
performed. Willis described venues with sound engineers and monitors as being exciting 
due to the improved sound quality of the performance. Doug considered venues based on 
the degree to which they were designed for music making; places which were more 
specialized towards musical performances felt more exciting to him. Multiple 
participants considered prior musical acts that had performed in a venue. While 
technical aspects of a venue were regarded by participants, they did not overtly translate 
to altered perceptions of MPA. One exception to this was Noah, who described anxiety 
around technical malfunctions prior to shows. However, his concerns eased once 
performances began with no technical problems.  
 Participants regarded the stakes of a performance as affecting both their nerves 
and their excitement in tandem. This often resulted in their most exhilarating 
performances. While multiple participants felt that their nerves prior to their music 
festival show were higher than normal, they also described it as “peak excitement” and 
“Gryzzle Christmas.” In high stakes performances, nerves were more likely to be higher 
prior to the show. Once the performance had begun, however, participants continued to 
appraise with appropriation.  
 Participants’ perceptions of MPA in informal music spaces, specifically in regard 
to audiences, venues, and learning environments, give many insights into future work 
and current adaptations practitioners may take to address issues regarding MPA in 





Implications for Practice 
 Given the findings of this study, I make eight recommendations for formal music 
education practice. First, that formal music educators and facilitators place a greater 
emphasis on generative creativity opportunities such as improvisation, composition, 
arranging, and informal reproduction of popular music in educational spaces. Findings 
from this study show that a sense of creative ownership increased participants’ 
excitement for music making and motivation to rehearse and practice. They perceived 
their informal rehearsals to supplement and augment their formal music training, and 
contributed to an overall development of technique and musical ability. Second, within 
these opportunities, practitioners should consider lyrical content. Willis felt more 
vulnerable than their instrumental band mates due to the personal nature of the lyrics 
they had written. Third, creative projects should be performed in informal settings in 
which students may receive tangible audience feedback versus contexts in which 
audience reactions are typically more muted. With more tangible feedback comes the 
associated risk that the feedback is not positive. Practitioners should consider addressing 
audience etiquette prior to these informal performances in order to establish safe 
environments for student musicians. 
 Fourth, informal music learning groups should be friend based and ideally made 
up of students with comparable ability levels. Researchers have historically studied 
informal music learning in schools using friend-based groups (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 
2011). Findings from this study reinforce the importance of connection between 
performers on both a personal and musical level. Several participants cited their respect 
for others’ musicality as essential to the level of connection they feel during 
performances. Additionally, Bersh (2011) found that peer learning seems only to occur 
when students are working with someone as advanced as, or more advanced than, they 




most limited range of options for peer learning. Given the potential for interpersonal 
connections to generate an internal ability to appraise with appropriation, educators and 
facilitators should consider both friendship and ability level in the determination of 
informal learning groups. 
 Fifth, that formal classical music instructors incorporate more opportunities for 
students to develop a sense of creative ownership over the classical works with which 
they engage. These opportunities may include peer-led small- or large-group rehearsals, 
student agency in music selection, including more room for student input into the 
musical choices for performance, and featuring classical works that highlight students’ 
composition, arranging, and improvisation skills.  
 Sixth, educators and facilitators should encourage audiences at formal concerts— 
particularly in classical settings—to be more tangibly responsive to the performance. 
While participants of this study understood the rationale behind audience response in 
classical settings, many describe a desire for more interaction with the audience. 
Specifically, the notion of clapping between movements was addressed by multiple 
performers. Given that audience response was a primary factor in participants’ ability to 
appraise with appropriation in informal, formal jazz, and musical pit orchestra settings, 
even small adjustments to audience interaction culture in classical performances is liable 
to have an effect on perceptions of MPA. These adjustments would have to be taught to 
students by practitioners, and perhaps re-taught to parents and community members. 
 Seventh, that assessments of musical skills take more practical and transferable 
forms. Participants in this study described a fear of failing or receiving an F in school 
music contexts as both motivating and, often, anxiety inducing. Meanwhile, Noah 
considered the real world feedback of booking gigs or seeing positive reception to his 
compositions to replace the concept of grades. While it is impractical to recommend that 




opportunities for audience reception or peer feedback on compositions may bridge the 
gap between the benefits of informal and formal feedback. 
 Eighth, that preservice music teacher education programs should emphasize 
creative skills and informal music pedagogies. Not surprisingly, researchers have 
reported that teachers find teaching subjects in which they have limited experience 
difficult (Bernhard, 2012; Dobbins, 1986; Snell & Stringham 2018). As an example, 
teachers cite lack of preservice preparation as a reason for not including improvisation 
instruction in their curricula (Abrahams, 2000). Additionally, inservice teachers may not 
currently perceive creative or informal musical skills as important. Riley’s (2009) survey 
of 53 preservice music educators’ perceptions of the National Standards for Music 
Education revealed that the composing standard was the least favorably perceived by 
participants, followed by the understanding relationships and improvising standards (p. 
10). Other researchers have found music teachers rated composing and improvising 
standards as least important, most difficult to implement, and had the least amount of 
class time devoted to them (Bell, 2003; Byo, 1999; Louk, 2002; Orman, 2002). 
Meanwhile, Miksza, Roeder, and Biggs’ (2010) survey of Colorado music teacher’s 
opinions of skills and characteristics important to successful music teaching did not 
include generative creativity or informal music skills.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 Given the nature of qualitative research and this study’s sample size, I cannot 
make generalizations to other populations and groups based solely on the findings of this 
research. I recommend that future studies explore this phenomenon with different 
populations. Gryzzle was made up of individuals with a similar background, ability level, 
and age. Their informal music making experiences were not tied to, or facilitated by, 
their school in any way. It is currently unclear how musicians may regard perceived MPA 




differing education, performance genres, backgrounds, ability levels, or ages. 
Researchers may consider replicating previous studies concerning informal music 
learning in school environments, while adding perceptions of MPA as a topic of interest 
(Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 2011; Green, 2008; Heuser, 2008; Isbell, 2016; Jones, 2015). 
 Participants in this study shared a generally low level of anxiety in music 
performances on the whole. Research with individuals who experience higher levels of 
general anxiety may further define to what extent general anxiety plays a role in 
perceptions of MPA in informal music making contexts.  
 Participants in this study were comfortable with both composing and improvising 
music prior to their experiences in Gryzzle. Having confidence in their skills, and in the 
quality of their original music, was essential to their ability to appraise performances 
with appropriation. Future research with populations with limited compositional or 
improvisational experience should explore training in procedures for those skills and/or 
incorporating such training as part of the research, such as Hartz and Bauer’s (2016) Ear 
Playing Profile or vernacular musicianship training (Isbell, 2016; Woody & Lehman, 
2010). This study found that covering popular songs had a similar effect with 
participants regarding creative ownership. In situations where composition and 
improvisation training are impractical, I recommend covering popular music instead of 
creating original music.  
 I recommend future research on the effects of audience interaction in formal 
performance settings. This study’s findings revealed the value informal musicians place 
on audience engagement and interaction, and that they felt, to varying degrees, that 
engagement and interaction was lacking in formal contexts (particularly classical music 
performances). Current research on audience impact on MPA revolves around 
situational factors like audience size and the presence of judges, not the nature of the 




the perceptions formal musicians have regarding MPA in situations where audiences 
respond more informally to the performance. 
 Finally, I recommend future research on perceptions of MPA in digital, 
synchronous performance environments, particularly if they continue to be commonly 
used following the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Conclusions 
 Gryzzle members provided insights into a population that has not been examined 
regarding MPA: musicians with both extensive formal and informal music making 
experiences. From their experiences, we saw the aspects of informal music making that 
contribute to appraisals of appropriation in performances. Participants found that 
democratically composing their own music led to a high level of motivation to rehearse 
and practice, which resulted in being well prepared for performances. This motivation 
also existed when learning and performing covers of popular music. Researchers have 
found that the perceived level of preparation is a key factor in experienced MPA (Picard, 
1999; Sieger, 2017). Members of Gryzzle stated that they enjoyed their democratic 
learning environments, and benefited from peer learning. Researchers have found that 
peer learning is a key element in informal music learning, and that students in informal 
contexts feel less pressure when working without a teacher (Abrahams, 2010; Bersh, 
2011; Green, 2008). Participants also generally considered performing music that they 
had composed as being their most exciting performance environments. Likewise, Bersh 
(2011) found that students in informal learning contexts considered the “achievement of 
performing a product they had created was meaningful” (p.123). 
 In informal contexts, members of Gryzzle considered audience reception to be a 
key element in their ability to appraise a situation with appropriation. Picard (1999) 
stated that students often required professor validation in order to develop an internal 




able to internalize the ability through audience approval. Members also described being 
able to rely on and feed off of each other in order to generate a sense of appropriation, 
specifically in cases where audiences were either small in number or less than 
responsive. Picard considered peer approval to be a limited secondary source for 
students to develop an internal ability to appraise with appropriation. In this study, peer 
approval in informal settings seems to have had a greater effect than Picard saw in 
formal contexts. 
 Peer approval, based on findings from this study, does appear to be contingent to 
some degree on pre-existing relationships between performers. It is more likely to be 
significant in instances in which performers are familiar with each other musically. 
Participants also described their friendships with their band mates as being important to 
them. Additionally, a mutual respect of musicianship existed among Gryzzle members 
and was important to participants when receiving or seeking approval from others 
outside of the band.  
 Participants’ feelings toward physical venues in which they played largely came 
down to the assumptions they could make about the venues’ audiences. Familiar venues 
in their hometown were likely to draw a crowd of people who were already familiar and 
friendly, both towards them as individuals and their music. House shows were often 
associated with positive and receptive audiences who were there to enjoy music and have 
fun. Ticketed shows in which Gryzzle was not the headliner were more likely to have 
audiences that were not previously familiar with their music, which altered participants’ 
mentality and approach towards the performance. Likewise, venues that were 
geographically removed from the home area of the band instigated similar adjustments. 
They found venues that accommodated larger crowd sizes to be more potentially exciting 




 While participants’ experiences with MPA in informal contexts helped inform 
their experiences in formal ones, no data suggested a transfer of ability to appraise with 
appropriation to formal contexts. Participants did feel that both playing in Gryzzle and 
studying music in a formal collegiate environment had contributed to their musicianship 
skills. Participants considered formal jazz contexts to be more similar to their informal 
music making experiences than formal classical ones. One participant, Willis, also 
considered musical pit orchestras to be a similar experience in the areas of audience 
response and connection between performers.  
 Gryzzle provided insight into the relationships informal musicians have with 
MPA while performing in various informal contexts. Many researchers have studied the 
positive aspects of informal music learning in the contexts of creativity, technical skills, 
aural skills, and collaboration and group problem solving abilities. This study’s findings 
indicate that informal learning contexts and informal performing contexts, for a number 
of reasons, may offer musicians a lower perceived severity of MPA. As Willis said: 
The pressure isn't there, because I am really voluntarily doing this. Not that 
you're not voluntarily doing this stuff in school, but I picked this music. This is a 
labor of love for me in that I wrote this with the intention of people hearing it and 








Aside from Gryzzle, tell me a bit about your musical background and experiences. What 
other kinds of groups have you performed with?  
Were there ever other groups you regularly played with outside of a school setting?  
Can you describe the creative process for writing songs in Gryzzle? 
Who instigated rehearsals? What was communication like within the band? 
What was the average rehearsal like?  
Can you describe your first live performance? What was the venue, and how large did 
you feel the audience was?  
And how were your nerves in that first show?  
Could you compare that sensation (your first Gryzzle show) to your typical school music 
performance?  
As Gryzzle went on, were the types of venues similar to that first one? What about 
audience sizes?  
How did your perception on performance anxiety with Gryzzle change as the band 
continued to play more shows?  
Now, Floyd Fest: how did that show come about?  
Compared to everything you’d done before, how did playing that show feel?  
And could you relate those feelings from Floyd Fest to what you’d typically experience in 
a school music performance?  
Why do you think those feelings might have been different between school concerts and 






Abrahams, F. (2000). National standards for music education and college pre-service 
music teacher evaluation: A new balance. Arts Education Policy Review, 102(1), 
27–31. https://doi.org/10.1080/10632910009599972 
Abrahams, F., Rafaniello, A., Vodicka, J., Westawski, D., & Wilson, J. (August, 2010). 
Going green: The application of informal music learning strategies in high school 
choral and instrumental ensembles. Paper presented at 29th World Conference of 
the International Society for Music Education, Beijing, China.  
Atkinson, J. (2017). Journey into social activism: Qualitative approaches (pp. 65–98). 
Fordham University Press.  
Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. 
 Psychological Review, 84, 191–215. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033- 
 295X.84.2.191 
Bell, C. L. (2003). Beginning the dialogue: Teachers respond to the national standards in 
music. Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 156, 31-42.  
Bernard, H. R. (2006). Research methods in anthropology: Qualitative and 
 quantitative approaches (4th ed.). AltaMira Press. 
Bernhard, H. C., II. (2014). Instrumental music educators’ confidence in teaching 
 improvisation. Visions of Research in Music Education, 25, 2-16. www 
usr.rider.edu/~vrme/v25n1/visions/Bernhard_Confidence_in_Teaching_Impro
visation.pdf 
Bersh, B. D. (2011). Student perceptions of informal learning experiences in 
 instrumental music ensembles: A phenomenology [Master's thesis, University of 
Delaware].  http://udspace.udel.edu/handle/19716/10093 




Byo, S. J. (1999). Classroom teachers’ and music specialists’ perceived ability to 
implement the national standards for music education. Journal of Research in 
Music Education, 47(2), 111-123. https://doi.org/10.2307/3345717 
Campbell, P. S., Connell, C. & Beegle, A. (2007). Adolescent’s expressed meanings of 
music in and out of school. Journal of Research in Music Education, 55, 220-
236. https://doi.org/10.1177/002242940705500304 
Chang, J. C., Midlarsky, E., & Lin, P. (2003). Effects of meditation on music 
performance anxiety. (Clinical report). Medical Problems of Performing Artists, 
18(3), 126-131.  
Choiniere, B. A. (2010). The complexities of the work experiences of urban middle 
school teachers on interdisciplinary teams: An in-depth phenomenological 
interview study [Doctoral dissertation, University of Massachusetts Amherst]. 
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
https://search.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/complexities-work-
experiences-urban-middle-school/docview/637764923/se-2?accountid=11667 
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (2nd ed.). Sage Publications, Inc. 
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 
approaches. Sage Publications, Inc. 
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (3rd ed.). SAGE. 
Csikszentmilhalyi, M., & Csikszentmilhalyi, I. (1988). Optimal experience:Psychological 
studies of flow in consciousness. Cambridge University Press. 





Driskill, K. (2012). Symptoms, causes, and coping strategies for performance anxiety in 
singers: A synthesis of research [Doctoral dissertation, West Virginia 
University]. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
https://search.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/symptoms-causes-coping-
strategies-performance/docview/1097967288/se-2?accountid=11667 
Eisner, E. (1991). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancements of 
educational practice. Macmillan. 
Elpus, K., & Abril, C. R. (2011). High school music ensemble students in the United 
States: A demographic profile. Journal of Research in Music Education, 59(2), 
128–145. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429411405207 
Elpus, K., & Abril, C. R. (2019). Who enrolls in high school music? A national profile of 
U.S. students, 2009–2013. Journal of Research in Music Education, 67(3), 323–
338. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429419862837 
Fehm, L., & Schmidt, K. (2006). Performance anxiety in gifted adolescent musicians. 
Anxiety Disorders, 20, 98-109.  
Folkman, S., & Lazarus, R. (1980). An analysis of coping in a middle-aged community 
sample. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 21(3), 219-239. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2004.11.011 
Green, L. (2002). How popular musicians learn: A way ahead for music education. 
Ashgate.  
Green, L. (2008). Music, informal learning, and the school: A new classroom 
pedagogy. Ashgate.  
Harrison, C. (2017). Rock guitar in the conservatoire: The confluence of informal and 




Hartz, B., & Bauer, W. (2016). The effect of ear playing instruction on adult amateur 
wind instrumentalists' musical self-efficacy: An exploratory study. Contributions 
to Music Education, 41, 31-51.  
Heuser, F. (2008). Encouraging change: Incorporating aural and informal learning 
processes in an introductory music education course. Visions of Research in 
Music Education, 12(1). http://www-
usr.rider.edu/~vrme/v12n1/vision/4%20AERA%20-%20Heuser.pdf 
Hickey, M. (2015). Learning from the experts: A study of free-improvisation pedagogues  
in university settings. Journal of Research in Music Education, 62(4), 425-445. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429414556319 
Isbell, D. (2015). Apprehensive and excited: Music education students experience 
vernacular musicianship. Journal of Music Teacher Education, 25(3), 23-38. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1057083714568020 
Jones, S. (2015). An exploration of band students' experiences with informal learning. 
Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 206, 61-79. 
https://doi.org/10.5406/bulcouresmusedu.206.0061 
Jones, J. (2020). Teachers’ experiences using technology in the classroom: A 
phenomenology [Doctoral dissertation, Northcentral University]. ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global. https://search.proquest.com/dissertations-
theses/teachers-experiences-using-technology-
classroom/docview/2455526552/se-2?accountid=11667 
Kratus, J. (1991). Growing with improvisation. Music Educators Journal, 78(4), 35-40. 
Lazarus, R. (1966). Psychological stress and the coping process. McGraw Hill.  
Lazarus, R. (1991). Emotion and adaptation. Oxford University Press.  
LeBlanc, A. (1994). A theory of music performance anxiety. The Quarterly Journal of 




Leavy, P. (2017). Research design: Quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, arts 
based, and community‐based participatory research approaches. The Guilford 
Press.  
Leavy, P. (Ed.). (2014). The Oxford handbook of qualitative research. Oxford University 
Press.  
Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage. 
Louk, D. P. (2002). National standards for music education: General music teachers' 
attitudes and practices [Doctoral dissertation, Arizona State University]. 
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
https://search.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/national-standards-music-
education-general/docview/304798329/se-2?accountid=11667McEwen, K. 
(2019). A phenomenology study: Principals' perception of their leadership 
training and experience in preparing them as instructional leaders to impact 
student academic achievement [Doctoral dissertation, Central Michigan 
University]. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. URL 
Miksza, P., Roeder, M., & Biggs, D. (2010). Surveying Colorado band directors' opinions 
of skills and characteristics important to successful music teaching. Journal of 
Research in Music Education, 57(4), 364-381.  
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. SAGE Publications, Inc.  
O’Connor, H., & Madge, C. (2003). “Focus groups in cyberspace”: Using the internet for 
qualitative research. Qualitative Market Research, 6(2), 133-143. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/13522750310470190 
Orman, E. K. (2002). Comparison of the national standards for music education and 
elementary music specialists’ use of class time. Journal of Research in Music 




Orman, E. K. (2003). Effect of virtual reality graded exposure on heart rate and self 
reported anxiety levels of performing saxophonists. Journal of Research in Music 
Education, 51(4), 302-315. https://doi.org/10.2307/3345657 
Powell, D. H. (2004). Treating individuals with debilitating performance anxiety: An 
introduction. Journal of Clinical Psychology/In Session, 60(8), 801-808. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20038 
Regelski, T. (1996). Taking the ‘art' of music for granted: A critical sociology of the 
aesthetic philosophy of music. In L. R. Bartel & D. J. Elliot (Eds.), Critical 
reflections on music education: Proceedings of the Second International 
Symposium on the Philosophy of Music Education (pp. 23-58). Canadian Music 
Education Research Centre.  
Riley, P. E. (2009). Pre-service music educators’ perceptions of the national standards 
for music education. Visions of Research in Music Education, 14(1), 1-17. 
http://www-usr.rider.edu/~vrme/ 
Ryan, C., & Andrews, N. (2009). An investigation into the choral singer’s experience of 
music performance anxiety. Journal of Research in Music Education, 57(2), 108-
126.  
Salmon, P. G. (1990). A psychological perspective on music performance anxiety: A 
review of literature. Medical Problems of Performing Artists, 5(1), 2-11. 
Seidman, I. (2006). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 
education and the social sciences. College Press. 
Sieger, C. (2017). Music performance anxiety in instrumental music students: A multiple 
case study of teacher perspectives. Contributions to Music Education, 42, 35-52.  
Snell, A. H., II, & Stringham, D. A. (2018). Hard-pressed: Instrumental music teachers’ 
prioritization of creativity, repertoire, and outcomes. Visions of Research in 




van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 
sensitive pedagogy. State University of New York Press. 
Wagnon, D. (2020). Healthcare preparations for medical marijuana: A descriptive 
phenomenology study [Doctoral dissertation, University of Phoenix]. ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global. URL 
Whitcomb, B. (2008). Overcoming performance anxiety. American String Teacher, 
58(4), 36–39. https://doi.org/10.1177/000313130805800406 
Williams, D. A. (2011). The elephant in the room. Music Educators Journal, 98(1), 51–
57. https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432111415538 
Wolfe, M. (1990). Relationships between dimensions of musical performance anxiety 
and behavioral coping strategies. Medical Problems of Performing Artists, 5(5), 
139-144. 
Woody, R., & Lehmann, A. (2010). Student musicians' ear-playing ability as a function of 
vernacular music experiences. Journal of Research in Music Education, 58(2), 
101-115. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429410370785 
  
